
 

The start of the project to recover the Blackstone Engine            

from Rotherwas Munitions Factory 

Engineers visited the site of a Royal Ordnance 
Munitions Factory, which was now part of a     
business park. In a windowless bunker and what 
they found was breath-taking. In more or less the 
state it was left, following the war, stood, in total 
darkness, a Blackstone 5-cylinder diesel engine, 
multi-belt drive system and a Mather & Platt two-
stage centrifugal pump.  All the ancillaries were 
just as they had been left: two compressed-air 
starting systems, air receiver, fuel tanks (with fuel 
in) and a lubricating-oil tank.  Even the WW2 signs 
were on the walls and the original lighting system 
in place.  However, the electricity supply had long 
been disconnected. It was very damp, dark and 
uninviting. 
 
It was obvious the engine had not run for a very 
long time.  The first thing was to remove the crank-
case door and pump oil round the system with the 
hand pump.  Incredibly we achieved a reading on 
the oil-pressure gauge. The cylinder covers were 
opened and, apart from a light general coating of 
rust, the engine looked in reasonable condition.  
On that first visit we even managed to turn the   
engine with a bar in the flywheel. It was not seized 
and all all the prospects the signs were definitely 
encouraging. 
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The Waterworks Museum had the first inkling of a derelict World War Two water-pumping engine 
in 2003. The information came via one of the volunteer guides whose son was aware of the 
pump and its location. The Museum had no idea then what new aspects of local history were   
going to be revealed over the next few years from this one small piece of information. 



Preliminary survey of land at the Museum site.  

Area was chosen as a suitable site on which to 

construct a building for the artefacts from 

Rotherwas.  Building designed to have echoes of 

the WWII bunker by digging into a slope. 

Excavations and foundations. 

Structural steelwork forms the framework of the building. 

Internal faced block-work redolent of WWII construction. 

Roof being installed 

Re-routing and re-jointing three 

underground electricity cables. 

The new Rotherwas Engine 
House nearing completion 

Building the Rotherwas Engine House  



Recovering the Blackstone engine from the         

Rotherwas Munitions Factory                                             

20th September 2006 

 

Recovering the Blackstone Engine from Rotherwas 

Volunteers dismantling the engine 

Removing the engine (Jay & Davies Ltd) 

Following the preliminary visit to the engine, we made 
many more excursions to the site and arranged a 
portable generator outside the bunker to give us a 
reasonable source of light.  

Having decided that there was a good prospect of bringing the  back to operating condition we 
had to plan strategies for the move.  Knowing that the engine weighed about 5½ tonnes we 
sought advice from the firm which does all the heavy lifting jobs for the Museum.   
 
Prior to lifting the engine, virtually everything which could be removed was removed. This        
involved pipe-work, pump-drive belts, old handrails and guards, exhaust manifold, massive fly-
wheel and drive pulley.  All the main pipes, and anything else which might have proved tricky   
later, were carefully labelled to assist re-assembly. 
 
The engine was removed from the bunker on 20 September 2006, seeing the light of day for the 
first time since 1939. The engine was manoeuvred on to roller platforms to move it out of the 
bunker door.  This was followed by a high lift with a mobile crane to place the engine onto a flat-
bed truck standing on level ground about 6 metres above. The engine and all the ancillary items 
were transported across the city to the Museum.  The mobile crane followed and lifted the engine 
into the Rotherwas Engine House through a hole purposely left in the roof.  A week later the    
engine was transferred sideways on to a prepared concrete plinth and anchored down.           
The recovery of the engine was complete. 

Transporting the engine (Collins Engineering Ltd) Lowering the engine into the new building 

Removing the engine (Jay & Davies Ltd) 



Rebuilding the Mather & Platt pump assembly 

Blackstone engine valve gear and big ends 

Positioning the pump 

Diesel injectors removed from the engine 

Creating the historic Rotherwas water pumping display                     

- Excellent progress had been made by November 2006 -  

Blackstone engine, flywheel and belt pulleys 

Refurbishing the compressed air 

receiver 

Lister petrol engine compressor, engine and ancillaries as delivered; 

Mather & Platt centrifugal pump; flywheel and belt pulley;  



 
The volunteer engineer in charge of the engine-restoration project was Tim Breen.  He and the 
Museum Chief Engineer, Peter Heaton, decided that the trial day had come. At first test on 
compressed air (3pm on 3 July, 2007) the engine turned smoothly with all valves operating 
normally.   
 
This encouraged them to try to start the engine on fuel.  A short run was achieved at 4pm.   
After a few short stops and starts it was decided all was well and the engine was started 
again.  Its speed was increased to 250 rpm by resetting the governor.  The engine ran for 30 
minutes then shut down to check all bearings for over-heating.  All systems were in order.  
 
During this first run the sound level at the position of the visitor barrier was found to be 95dB 
and this indicated that ear-defenders would be essential for operators and visitors alike when 
the engine was on working display. 
 
The first opportunity for visitors to see (and hear!) the engine working came on Sunday, 8 July 
2007 and it was an instant success.  With a requirement notice displayed on the wall, having 
to wear ear-defenders has become an accepted part of the visitor experience. 
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Tim Breen, project engineer 

Peter Heaton, Museum Chief Engineer, and 

Tim Breen just after the engine started for 

 

Recommissioning of the Blackstone Engine 



Official Opening of the Rotherwas Engine House 

Sunday, 30 September, 2007 

L-R, Noel Meeke, Tim Breen, Mayor of Hereford Councillor Chris Chappell,      

Susan Vaile (Heritage Lottery Fund) 
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