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During the colonial period of American history, the production
of black gunpowder was almost nil. Only in times of dire emergencies were
gunpowder mills projected or built. In the early years of the settlements
in Virginia and Massachusetts, attempts were made to produce saltpeter,
one of the three ingredients of black gunpowder, by the method of compost
piles; i.e., the gathering of refuse containing nitrous matter which was
allowed to decompose. During King Philip's War in New England, a powder
mill was in operation on the Neponset River, near Milton, Massachusetts.^
Of the gunpowder produced, it was said, "The powder is as good and strong
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as the best English powder.

The Neponset River mill apparently continued

to manufacture powder until 17h9

9

or 1757 \ the then owner, Benjamin Everenden,

transferred his operations to a site near Canton, Massachusetts, and this
mill continued to operate until his death in 1766.^

Other attempts were

made to build powder mills in the colonies, especially during the intermittent
wars with France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Another and
more popular method of obtaining gunpowder was to smuggle it into the colonies
in defiance of the British Navigation Laws.^

At the start of the American Revolution, most, if not all, of the
powder mills had been allowed to decay. It has been stated that not one
mill was then in operation.

The supply of gunpowder for the patriots was

extremely low, and the initial supply of it was obtained by seizures from
provincial or royal magazines, both on the mainland and in the island colonies.
The Continental Congress and the Provincial Congresses passed numerous resolu
tions urging the production of saltpeter and gunpowder and offering bounties

-2-

Sach of the provinces had operating mills during the revolution,
with the exceptions of Georgia and Delaware.^ One powder mill, operated
by Thomas Heinberger,^ on "a Creek which emptys into French Creek" ^Chester
County, Pennsylvania consisted of a stamping mill 36 feet by 30 feet, with
a 16 foet over-shot water wheel and 18 stampers, and a drying house 18 feet
by 20 feet.

Another and more extensive mill on French Creek was that of

Cowperthwaite and Biddle: the stamping mill was 102 feet by 31 feet, 8
inches, with two 18 feet water wheels and 114; stampers; one saltpeter refining
house with twelve 1^0 pound capacity kettles; four drying houses 2? feet by
21 feet, and one graining mill 37j feet by 27j feet, built of stone, with a
lOj- feet water wheel and 12 sieves.^ These mills were unusual in that they
apparently employed the safety principle of plant dispersal, which was not
widely accepted when E. I. du Pont began the manufacture of gunpowder in
America.
Charcoal was locally produced. Sulphur had to be imported.^ Salt
peter was either imported or refined by boiling the nitrous materials from
compost piles, stable earth, or caves until the potassium nitrate recrystallized.
Once purified and pulverized, the three ingredients of black gunpowder were
incorporated in a stamping mill, sized (or grained) in a graining mill,
polished in a rotating barrel mill, and then re-sieved.^ E. I. du Font's
production method improved the refining and pulverizing processes, substi
tuted the rolling wheel mill for the stamping mill, added a press mill to
compress the powder when it came from the incorporating mill and before it £
%
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went to the graining mill, developed graining machines, and glazed the
powder with graphite as well as polishing it.
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The majority of the powder used, by the American RevolutionaryArmy and Navy apparently came from Europe, sold or contributed by nations
enemies to England.^ Mercantile houses traded wherever they could to
obtain powder.^ At time, powder made by hand was used.^ There were
periods when the supply of gunpowder was so low that the American Army
had to curtail operations for lack of it.^

By the 1790's it was claimed that Pennsylvania alone had twentyone operating mills.Massachusetts had mills in operations^, as did
on
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Maryland' , Kentucky' , and Connecticut.

Massachusetts exported in

2

1790-1791, 13,811* pounds of gunpowder. 3
The Tariff Acts of 1789 and 1790 provided that sulphur could be
imported free, saltpeter with a 5% ad valorem duty, and gunpowder with a
2

10$ ad valorem duty. ^ It was further provided that duties would be refunded
if the imported articles should be exported within twelve months, "except one
t,2

per centum on the amount of the said duties. 5
15>0,260 pounds of gunpowder were exported from the United States
2o

in the period, 1791-1800, but the percentage of domestic production in
cluded cannot be ascertained as no figures for importations during this
period were discovered.
The use of gunpowder for blasting rock ledges in preparation for
turnpike construction is not clear prior to 1800, but it is believed that
27
it was used. ' In the clearing of streams of navigation obstacles it is
pQ

also believed that it was used that early.

u

Definite use was made of it in the construction of canals. The
blasters on the Middlesex Canal (between Boston and the Merrimac River)
in Massachusetts found that neither domestic nor foreign powder answered
their purpose, but that the latter was better than the former.^ Under
the direction of James Ramsey, one of the pioneers of steam navigation,
gunpowder was used on the construction of the Potomac Canal in Virginia
and Maryland during 1785-1786 to blast channels through solid rock and
prepare canal locks at the Great Falls, Shenandoah Falls, and Seneca Falls
on the Potomac River.3® It was found that ordinary gunpowder did not serve
31
as well for blasting as did cannon powder.

Apparently gunpowder specific

ally for blasting was not at that time manufactured.
Gunpowder was not used in the excavating of an American tunnel
until 1818.
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The first use of gunpowder in mining is supposed to have taken
place around the year 1600,
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It is not at all clear, but there is a

possibility that gunpowder for blasting may have been used prior to 1800
3

in the mining of American coal, at least in the sinking of shafts.^- In the
mining of iron ore, gunpowder was definitely used in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Nothing has been discovered to indicate whether or not it was used
in quarrying operations.

Due to the dependent nature of the American Indian culture, gun
powder was of vital necessity to them. No records, however, have been dis
covered of the extent of powder traded to the Indians prior to 1800. The
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retention of the Northwest posts by the British until 1796 restricted the
activities of the American traders. In 1795 the U. S. Congress established
the Government Factory System to deal with the Indians. Gunpowder was one
of the articles traded by the government factors to the Indians,-^ as well
as muskets, lead, strouds, etc.

No statistics have been discovered to indicate how much powder
was used in frontier hunting and warfare. It would be safe to assume that
a considerable amount was used for both purposes. Of gunpowder at General
Arthur St, Clair's defeat at the hands of the Ohio confederated tribes in
1791 it has been written
Short on fodder for man and beast,
Our powder poor or missing,
We were cold and sick when our firing ceased,
Sicker still when their bullets creased
The air with a hornet's hissing,37

During the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the production
of black gunpowder in America was small, widely scattered, and usually of
short duration. In regard to the employment of gunpowder for commercial
purposes, this quarter century might be characterized as a latent period,
during which forces and mental attitudes were developing which helped to
lead to the outburst of mining, transportation, and construction during the
nineteenth century. Black gunpowder was to play an extremely important role
in that century; except for warfare and the hunt, it was of relatively small
importance during the eighteenth century.
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