Stories from the Archives —
Nitric Acid Manufacturing Plant at Lake Buntzen
Researched and written by Ralph Drew, Belcarra, BC, October, 2012 (Updated: June 2017).
Towards the end of World War One, a plant was established on Indian Arm adjacent to the B.C.E.R. plant
[British Columbia Electric Railway, predecessor to B.C. Electric and B.C. Hydro] at Lake Buntzen
(Buntzen Power Station) by the American Nitrogen Products Company for the manufacture of sodium
nitrate, ammonium nitrite and nitric acid. The ammonium nitrite was used in the manufacture of dyes, and
the nitric acid was sold to the British Government for use in the manufacture of explosives. The American
Nitrogen Products Company was a Seattle corporation organized for the purpose of extracting nitrogen
from the air by the method that had been adapted and proven successful in Norway. The plant employed
35 men and operated for about ten years using the surplus electric power from the Buntzen Power
Station. At the time the B.C. Electric Company had a considerable amount of surplus hydroelectric power
which it sold at a very low rate. Plans for a major expansion of the manufacturing facility never
materialized.
__________________________________________

Industry at Buntzen Lake is Proving a Decided Success
From the Vancouver Sun, August 24th, 1922.
Depletion of the world’s nitrate deposits has led to the establishment in B.C. of an industry to supply the
demand for nitric acid by the use of the nitrogen of the air. Recent reports state that the American
Nitrogen Products Co., which uses excess power developed at the plant of the B.C.E.R. at Lake Buntzen,
is shipping nitric acid in tank cars to the east to the extent of about five tons a week.
Nitric acid is formed by passing a stream of electric sparks through moist air. Surplus power, and power
produced in the “off peak” hours, is utilized for the manufacture of nitric acid.
Failure of the nitrate deposits made it essential to convert atmospheric nitrogen into nitric acid by a
process permitting economic success. The process has been gradually perfected. Nitric Acid can now be
produced in paying quantities.
Six furnaces are used in the Lake Buntzen plant for the manufacture of nitric acid. When electric sparks
are passed through moist air, the first product formed is nitric oxide. When cooled this becomes nitrogen
peroxide. A stream of cold water is passed through the cooled gases, forming the nitric acid.
As nitrogen forms about 73 percent by volume of the atmosphere, there is no danger of the depletion of
the raw materials.
There is an ever-increasing demand for nitric acid. It is used in the manufacture of sulphuric acid, coal-tar
colouring products, explosives, and in the production of nitrates which are used extensively as fertilizers.
__________________________________________

Vancouver Public Library (VPL 30629); photograph by ‘Dominion Photo Co.’

Lake Buntzen Power House No.1 (center left), circa 1920 — note the Nitric Acid Plant (far left).

Source: British Columbia Archives, GR-0441, BC Premier’s papers, Vol. 206, Oliver, Correspondence Inward, Box 206, Folder 8.

Nitric Acid Plant (left) located adjacent to the Buntzen Power House No.1 (right), 1920 —
view looking east toward the Buntzen valley.

Source: British Columbia Archives, GR-0441, BC Premier’s papers, Vol. 206, Oliver, Correspondence Inward, Box 206, Folder 8.

Nitric Acid Plant located adjacent to the Buntzen Power House No.1, 1920 —
view looking north up Indian Arm fjord.

