
We Must Conker the Enemy 
 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research 

notes relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website 

for more information) 

 

 

During the First World War school children in 

Thornbury and throughout the whole country 

were encouraged to help the war effort.  One 

of the most surprising things that they were  

asked to do was to collect conkers to help 

defeat the enemy.  

 

In the autumn of 1917 Samuel Dennis who 

was then headmaster of the Council School 

(now Gillingstool) as well as the National 

School (now St Mary’s) received a request via 

the Board of Education for “chestnuts” 

(actually horse chestnuts) to be used in an 

industrial process that was then only described as “essential to the carrying on of the war”. 

 

Thornbury children responded to this request with enthusiasm and collected a massive two 

tons of them.  This might have been due to more than just the spirit of patriotism as they were 

being paid for their work.  The magnificent sum of 7/6 (37.5 pence) was being paid for every 

hundred weight of horse chestnuts collected.  A hundred weight is a twentieth part of a ton. 

 

The children were never told why they were doing this: indeed when a question was asked in 

Parliament about this, the reply was a laconic “for certain purposes”. The Times of August 

1917 was able to go a little further as it said that the application had come from the Director 

of Propellant Supplies and that the horse chestnuts would be used in the making of munitions. 

 

In fact the brilliant chemist Chaim Weizmann of Manchester University had discovered a way 

of producing acetone from horse chestnuts. This was important to the war effort because 

acetone was necessary to make cordite, the smokeless powder used as a propellant in small 

arms ammunition and artillery.  

 

Acetone was generally made by distilling the starch from wood.  It required a lot of wood to 

do this as it took almost 100 tonnes of birch beech or maple to produce one tonne of acetone.  

Prior to the First World War Britain relied heavily on the major wood producing countries 

such as America because of the scale of wood needed.  By 1915 Weizmann had discovered 

that acetone could be made from other starches and American maize became one of the major 

sources of this.  By 1917 Britain had a big problem with imports of every kind. German 

submarines were sinking our ships and greatly restricting all shipping from across the 

Atlantic.  The alternative sources of suitable starch such as potatoes and grain were not ideal 

as these were essential foods and food shortages were also becoming an issue for the same 

reason. Weizmann appeared to find the ideal solution to this problem in 1917 in conkers. 

Horse chestnuts, to give them their proper name, have very limited use in other respects as 

they are poisonous, especially if eaten raw. However in autumn they were abundant in the 

British countryside and Weizmann believed his new process could use conkers and this would 

help to free up more valuable sources of starch for food production. 



 

British youngsters responded with such enthusiasm that they were not sufficient trains to 

convey them all to the processing plant in Kings Lynn and there were accounts of rotting 

horse chestnuts piled up at many railway stations. However 3,000 tonnes of conkers made it 

through to their destination to help the war effort.  

 

Sadly the process was not as effective as first thought and we understand that the production 

which only began in 1918 after many months of delay was abandoned after only three 

months.  However Lloyd George was sufficiently grateful to Chaim Weizmann for his work 

on acetone to introduce him to Lord Balfour.  Chaim Weizmann was a leader of the Zionist 

Movement as well as a scientist and the talks with Lord Balfour led eventually to the Balfour 

Declaration and in turn to the setting up of the state of Israel.  Chaim Weizmann became the 

first President of Israel.  It is amusing to think that children collecting conkers played a tiny 

but significant role in this. 

 

 


