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Chilworth mills had first been developed as a gunpowder production site by the East India Company during the 
winter of1626—7 but in 1636 the Company ceased to have any interest in Chilworth and the site was taken over 
by Samuel Cordwell. He was acting on behalf of the king, Charles 7, who had decided to take control of the 
gunpowder industry. The resultant gunpowder monopoly was a great success for the king but it aroused resentment 
and was one of the bones of contention between him and parliament before the Civil War. CordwelVs production 
monopoly was cancelled by parliament in 1641 but he was able to continue manufacturing and he emerged as one 
of the two important suppliers of gunpowder to parliament during the Civil War. After Samuels death the business 
was continued by his brother Robert and his widow Mary until 1650, after which the family ceased to have any 
involvement in the industry. This article recounts events at Chilworth during the Cordwell era when Chilworth 
millsfirst emerged as the most important gunpowder production site in England.

Introduction
Gunpowder production had begun at Chilworth during the winter of 1626-7, when the East 
India Company moved its operations there after the closure of its first venture at Thorpe. The 
Company had been granted the right to make gunpowder for its own needs from saltpetre 
imported from India, under a national policy whereby the Evelyn family had a monopoly 
contract to supply the Ordnance Board with gunpowder made from saltpetre produced in 
England, but other merchants and producers were allowed to import gunpowder or the saltpetre 
to make it. This policy was to change during the 1630s as a result of Charles I’s decision to rule 
without summoning parliament, which meant that alternative sources of income had to be 
sought to replace that formerly granted by parliament. One development was that the king 
resolved to control the gunpowder industry more closely. His aim was to establish a licensed 
gunpowder producer or producers who would supply all their output to the Ordnance, to ban 
all other production of gunpowder in England, and to ban the import of gunpowder without 
special permission. This would allow him to satisfy defence needs, but would also allow him to 
sell surplus gunpowder to private customers, at a profit. The Evelyn family, who had long been 
the major producers in England, were unwilling to continue production under such circum-
stances, especially since the king was also insisting upon a substantial reduction in the price he 
would pay. During the years of 1635 and 1636 alternative arrangements were made in order 
that new producers could emerge who were willing to comply.1 These new producers were 
Samuel Cordwell of Higham in Kent and George Collins of Chilworth in Surrey who had taken 
over the East India Company’s mills.

The 1636 contract with Cordwell and Collins
In April 1636 propositions for supplying gunpowder to the king were submitted by Gordwell 
and Collins. They proposed to supply 240 lasts of gunpowder annually (1 last = 24cwt), the 
same quantity as that supplied by Evelyn on the existing contract, but at the cheaper price of 7 J 
pence per pound, a reduction of half a penny. They wanted to be the sole makers of gunpowder 
for seven years from November 1636, when the existing contracts ended, and they wanted a



loan of £2000 from the king towards ‘the building of Mills, Worke howses, Stoaves, Stoare 
howses, and the providinge of Utensils5. They further proposed that at the end of any contract 
the mills and equipment should revert to the king who could then take over responsibility for 
renting the mills. Within a few months negotiations with Cordwell and Collins had been 
completed and from November 1636 onwards they were delivering gunpowder to the Ordnance 
in place of the Evelyn family. The contract they obtained was on the terms that they suggested, 
except that it was to be for thirteen years, so that it expired at the same date as the existing lease 
to Chilworth mills.3

The exact details of the partnership between Cordwell and George Collins are not known, 
but all the evidence suggests that it was Cordwell who was the dominant partner. It was 
Cordwell, never Collins, who was called the king’s powdermaker.4 It was Cordwell who by 
February 1637 had acquired the lease to Chilworth mills that had been granted to the East India 
Company in 1626,5 and who purchased equipment and raw materials from Sarah Collins, the 
widow of Edward Collins who had produced gunpowder at Chilworth before 1626.6 It is only in 
the draft contract and in the Ordnance records of deliveries that both names are used. In all 
other records such as the State Papers or the East India Company minutes it is Cordwell’s name 
alone that appears.

Little is known of George Collins. It is assumed that he was related to Edward Collins, but the 
nature of that relationship is not known, and it is assumed that he had acquired technical 
knowledge about gunpowder production from either Edward or his widow, Sarah, but nothing 
is known of George before his partnership with Cordwell. Until his death in 1643 or 1644 
George lived at Chilworth and managed the works. His will indicates that his main asset was his 
share in the gunpowder partnership with Cordwell, who was given control of Collins’s share 
after his death as trustee for the benefit of George’s family.7

Cordwell had no previous experience of gunpowder production, and never lived at Chilworth, 
but his early career as a court official in the king’s Household meant he had the necessary 
contacts and sufficient financial resources to organize and control the business.8

Aylmer in his discussion of Charles I’s civil service described Cordwell as a client of Sir Henry 
Vane, the comptroller of the king’s Household, and thought it probable that Vane’s influence 
obtained the gunpowder contract for Cordwell, while Foster in his discussion of the East India 
Company notes that there was talk in 1636 of Sir Henry Vane taking over the mills ‘apparently 
on behalf of the king’. The Company’s minutes confirm Vane’s involvement in the discussions 
over acquiring Chilworth mills. Aylmer also notes that Vane was one of the king’s officers ‘with 
a personal interest in preventing proper investigation of his own department’, that his behaviour 
during the campaign for Household reform in 1638 was suspicious, and that there were 
accusations about Vane’s corrupt involvement in the production of saltpetre.9

Samuel Cordwell had obviously benefited from his service in the king’s Household, and may 
have owed his success in obtaining the contract to Vane, but no evidence of corruption has been 
found. His willingness to produce gunpowder at a half-penny a pound less than Evelyn brought 
an immediate and substantial saving of £1000 a month. Furthermore Cordwell’s honesty was 
praised by the Ordnance in July 1640. He was never accused of corruption when his contract 
was quashed by parliament in 1641 and was never accused of such by those members of the

2 CSPD 1635-6, 390; PRO: SP 16/319, nos 69, 70. Many references to State Papers are given in Rise and progress3 
180-302.

3 CSPD 1635-6, 420; CSPD 1636-7, 148; PRO: SP 16/292, ff 21-36; PRO: PC 2/46, f 149.
4 PRO: SP 16/432, no 1; Sainsbury 1907, 199.
5 Sainsbury 1907, 231,244.
6 ibid, 199.
7 Fairclough, biographical notes deposited in SyAS Library.
8 ibid.
9 Aylmer 1961, 351 ;DJVB; Foster 1907, xxxiv; Sainsbury 1907, 168, 171, 172, 231.



Evelyn family he replaced. Indeed his producdon monopoly was defended by a member of the 
Evelyn family before parliament in 1641.10

Preparations for the 1636 contract
The works developed by the East India Company at Chilworth had three incorporating mills 
capable of producing 30 barrels of gunpowder a week. The Company lost its right to 
manufacture gunpowder in 1632, and this capacity had lain idle for over a year. When the mills 
were brought back into operation in 1634 it was only to repair decayed unused gunpowder 
brought back in the Company’s ships. Consequently only two incorporating mills were 
reinstated. The contract negotiated in 1636 required an output of 120 barrels a week. It is thus 
obvious that much needed to be done at Chilworth, especially since there is no evidence that 
Cordwell or Collins ever produced elsewhere.

The main requirement was to expand production capacity. This was achieved, but there is 
little contemporary evidence as to how it was done. In August 1636 the king had been asked to 
lend £2000 to finance the expansion of the works and the November contract included clauses 
insisting that this loan be repaid at the end of the contract.11 This money was spent. In May 
1637 Sarah Collins referred to the time her husband had worked the mills as ‘before the King’s 
works were begun to be erected’. In 1640 the king ordered a survey of Chilworth mills to report 
on how the £2000 had been spent.12 The exact status of the king’s mills is discussed below in an 
Appendix.

There is sufficient evidence to suggest the opening up of a new site in 1636 as well as expansion 
at the existing one. A written survey of Chilworth mills in 1677 by Sir Jonas Moore described 
three separate gunpowder production sites, the Lower, Middle and Upper Works. It states that 
the Lower Works was the first of the three, the Middle Works had been set up by Mr Randyll 
(Vincent Randyll, the owner of Chilworth manor), during the First Dutch War (1652-4), and 
that the Upper Works ‘was once a compleat work of it selfe’. The survey also indicates that the 
lower site had seven incorporating mills compared to the three known to exist before 1636-J3 A 
document from 1654 confirms an expansion of capacity at the lower site by that date.14 The 
locations of these sites are shown in figure 1.

Evidence that the Upper Works were established in the 1630s occurs in a collection of papers 
concerning developments in the saltpetre and gunpowder industry at that time. An undated note 
states that a meeting was to be held on Friday 18 November at Hampton Court to settle 
differences that had arisen over Chilworth. This coincidence of day and date must have been in 
1636. The meeting was needed because ‘unreasonable demands had been made for particular 
interests’ after gunpowder works had been erected at Chilworth by the king’s special command. 
No further information is given, except that the king wanted to satisfy these demands so that 
work at Chilworth should not be held up, and several persons living in ‘Ailesbury’ and Chilworth 
were asked to attend. It seems likely that ‘Ailesbury’ was a contemporary spelling for the parish 
of Albury in which part of the Upper site lay, and this is confirmed by the fact that one of those 
asked to attend was a member of the local Duncombe family.15 This suggests that the Upper 
Works had been specifically set up in preparation for the commencement of Cordwell’s 
November 1636 contract, and that problems were occurring with some local people who may 
have owned or used the land on which it was built.

The expansion of the Lower Works and the opening of the Upper Works provided the 
necessary capacity to meet the demands of the 1636 contract. Other preparations were necessary

10 PRO: SP 16/461, no 35; Notestein 1923, 299-300, 444.
11 CSPD 1635-6, 390; PRO: SP 16/292, ff 21— 36.
12 CSPD 1637, 76; CSPD 1639-40, 424; PRO, SP 16/292, p 115.
13 StRO: D742/M/1/13. For further details of the site: Crocker & Crocker 2000, 25-6.
14 SHC: G109/1/59.1 would like to thank Glenys Crocker for her notes on this document.
15 PRO: SP 12/292, f 38. Other names occur in Albury manorial records: Crocker & Crocker 2000, 16.



trackways. Map after Crocker & Crocker, 2000, 12.

to ensure the success of the hand-over from Evelyn to the new partners. In September 1636 
instructions were issued to the Surrey JPs to ensure that Gordwell enjoyed their assistance in 
utilizing the king’s traditional right of purveyance to carry gunpowder and raw materials 
between Chilworth and London. At this date the Wey was not navigable; materials were moved 
by road between Chilworth and Ham Haw wharf on the Thames and by barge between there 
and London.16 Domestic saltpetre manufacturers were ordered to deliver to Cordwell’s new 
warehouse at Southwark.17 Special instructions were issued to London merchants who imported 
brimstone to ensure that ten tons of unrefiped brimstone was brought in each year. Such 
instructions were necessary because merchants usually refined the brimstone with resin before 
sale, a process which made it unsuitable for gunpowder production.18

The switch to production at Chilworth was one aspect of the king’s new gunpowder policy; 
the removal of other sources of supply was another. A major change was the closure of the 
Evelyns’ family business which had dominated the industry for so long. Their acceptance of this 
development and their co-operation with the authorities was needed if the new policy was to 
work. Further research into the discussions at the end of their contract is needed, but except for 
a complaint from Cordwell and Collins in December 1636 that Evelyn was still making 
gunpowder19 there is no evidence that the Evelyn family fought the closure. The policy of 
preventing other producers had begun in 1635. This was continued, but not completely 
successfully, for there were several reports of illicit production over the next few years. 0 The 
closure of other sites meant that merchants had problems getting decayed gunpowder brought 
back on their ships repaired, so in October 1637 Cordwell and Collins were given permission to 
repair this powder.21 To strengthen further the king’s control of the sale of gunpowder, the 
importation of gunpowder without special licence was banned in February 1637 and a system of 
licenced retailers was introduced in April 1637.22

16 CSPD 1636-7, 137; PRO: PC 2/46, f  368. Rate 6d per mile: CSPD 1637-8, 150.
17 CSPD 1636-7, 146; PRO: SP 16/292, ff 21— 36.
18 CSPD 1636—7, 175—6. Brimstone or sulphur formed approximately 10% of the composition of gunpowder,

saltpetre and charcoal approximately 75% and 15% respectively.
19 CSPD 1636-7, 252-3. Evelyn had been given permission to work up any saltpetre still in his hands: CSPD 1636-7, 

146.
20 CSPD 1635, 2, 7; VCH, 2, 319— 20.
21 CSPD 1637, 456, 498; PRO: SP 16/370 no 47.
22 Steele 1910, 1, 209-10, nos 1739, 1744; PRO: C 66/2738 in dorso rotuli no 20; CSPD 1637, 23; CSPD 1638-9,

534.



The success of the king’s gunpowder policy 1636-1640
The switch from the Evelyn family to the partnership of Cordwell and Collins was an immediate 
success. The Ordnance Debenture Book for 1636-7 shows that until October 1636 the sole 
supplier was John Evelyn, supplying 20 lasts (480cwt) a month at £1600, but that from 
November onwards the same quantities were delivered by Cordwell and Collins for £1500 a 
month. There is no suggestion of any interruption in supplies to the Tower during this hand-
over. This success was maintained for the first four years of the contract, except for shortfalls of 
40 lasts in the year November 1637 to October 1638, when no gunpowder was delivered for the 
months of September and October, and of 24 lasts in the year November 1639 to October 1640, 
when only 14 lasts were delivered in September and none in October. No reason for the shortfall 
in 1638 is given in the official records, but that in 1640 was due to the failure of the domestic 
saltpetre makers to deliver the contracted quantities of saltpetre to Cordwell.23 There had been 
a minor shortfall in saltpetre deliveries during the year 1638 to 1639 but Cordwell had coped by 
using saltpetre he had made at Chilworth from the waste material of the saltpetre refining 
process.24

Other sources confirm this success. In October 1638 the Venetian ambassador informed his 
employers that in England gunpowder was manufactured in large quantities and was of the best 
quality.25 In November 1639 Cordwell reminded the king that his regular deliveries of 
gunpowder at the cheaper price negotiated in 1636 had saved the king £3400 in the first three 
years, and that the profits from reselling some of this gunpowder had paid for over half the 
gunpowder delivered.26 In gratitude for this success the king gave Cordwell a gift of £150 in 
February 1639.27

During the first Bishops5 War in 1639 and the second in 1640, when England and Scotland 
fought over the introduction of a new prayer book into Scottish churches, there is no evidence of 
any desperate shortgage of gunpowder in the English army and no evidence that Cordwell was 
asked to increase his monthly deliveries or that other suppliers were sought,28 although there 
were problems with the supply of arms and with the king's finances during these wars. Indeed 
there are several indications that there was sufficient gunpowder in store, for there were regular 
deliveries to replenish county gunpowder magazines during the months when war preparations 
were afoot, and 500 barrels could be sold to London merchants for the use of the king of Spain. 
There were reports in December 1638 that the king had suspended fresh export licences as 
stocks were needed for Scotland, and there is an undated order in the State Papers, calendared 
as 1639?, which instructed the Ordnance to stop the sale of gunpowder upon warrants already 
issued, but these were sensible precautions in preparation for war, not evidence of acute 
shortages of gunpowder.29 This is in complete contrast to the situation in the previous war 
during the last years ofjames I5s reign.30

Some minor problems were reported. There was some concern about sufficient and regular 
supplies of saltpetre. In April 1637 there were reports that the Ordnance had not received the 
funds to pay for the gunpowder and thus had not paid Cordwell. If this was not rectified quickly 
he would be unable to pay the saltpetre makers and all deliveries would cease.31 In May 1637

23 CSPD 1640-1, 240-1; PRO: SP 16/473, no 33, WO 49/70ff4,14, 23, 31, 38, 63, 77, 95, 100, 106, 111, 117, 125, 
142, 187, 191, 199, 206,213,217, 224, 227, 231; WO 49/75 f f6, 11,23, 23, 33, 68, 69, 70, 87, 88, 99, 111, 120, 140, 
141, 142, 154, 155, 156, 165, 166, 201, 202, 204, 205, 227, 231.
24 PRO: SP 16/292, f i l l .
25 CSPV1636-9, 461.
26 CSPD 1639-40, 67; PRO: SP 16/432, nos 1— 2.
27 CSPD 1638-9, 485.
28 Fissell 1994; Russell 1991, 71-90, 123-46, especially 76-7, 128; Russell 1990, 63; Sharpe 1992, 797-809, 885-95; 

Gardiner 1899, 9, 1-40, 165— 96.
29 CSPD 1638-9, 288, 296, 303, 316, 339, 432, 445, 491, 577, 625, 626; CSPD 1639, 129, 204, 340, 512; CSPD 

1639-40, 227; CSPV 1636-9, 478.
30 Stewart 1996, 89— 91.
31 CSPD 1636-7, 566.



Cordwell complained that unless supplies of imported saltpetre improved the mills would be 
brought to a standstill.32 In February 1640 Cordwell suggested that the East India Company be 
ordered to import specified quantities of saltpetre annually, an idea that was welcomed, and 
there was some thought of inserting a clause to this effect in any future patent granted to the 
Company.33

Such concerns never prevented output targets being met in the first years, but the king’s 
financial problems in the early 1640s brought major problems. In July 1640 it was reported that 
the king owed Cordwell £4000 for gunpowder, and that unless this was paid he would be unable 
to pay the domestic saltpetre makers and they would be forced to cease production.34 The 
saltpetre makers petitioned, claiming that unless they were paid by Cordwell they would be 
forced to ‘strike their works’. A promise was given that the debts would be paid by the beginning 
of September, and a request was made that all should continue to work.35 These problems were 
so severe that Cordwell was excused for his failure to deliver 24 lasts of gunpowder in September 
and October 1640 on the grounds that he had received insufficient saltpetre.36

After the king had received complaints of an acute shortage of pistol powder, Cordwell agreed 
in May 1639 that in future he would deliver not only cannon powder but also small corned 
powder suitable for pistols. In February 1640 he asked for an allowance towards the additional 
charges of £40 a year that this involved.37 Other minor problems at Chilworth included disputes 
with the wharfinger at Ham Haw wharf and with bargemen over the safe carrying and storing 
of gunpowder and saltpetre,38 and a fire in February 1640 which destroyed a stove house and 
200 barrels of gunpowder, the damage being estimated at £300.39

Such minor problems were common in the industry. Indeed the absence of any major 
explosion could be counted extremely fortunate. In November 1639 Cordwell petitioned the 
Privy Council, noting that he had served the king well for three years and was willing to continue 
until the end of the contract in November 1649. He suggested that the £2000 he had been lent 
to expand capacity be written off, and in return he would disclaim any interest in the mills and 
equipment and leave them serviceable at the end of his contract as the property of the king. 
Since the end of the contract coincided with the end of the lease to Chilworth mills, Cordwell 
further suggested that the king should purchase the site.40 The surveyor-general was ordered to 
survey and value it and then discuss the terms of purchase, but there is no evidence of further 
discussion.41 Perhaps the king’s worsening financial position and the developing political crisis 
precluded such a development.

The collapse of the king’s gunpowder policy
The production monopoly was successful but there were problems with the king’s control of the 
sale of gunpowder. Merchants resented the price of 18d per pound fixed by the king, and in July 
1640 a Commons committee recommended that the prices to private customers be reduced in 
order, it was argued, to sell more gunpowder and thus help pay off debts owed to Cordwell and 
the saltpetre makers. Events of the following year indicate that this advice was ignored.42

32 CSPD 1637, 141; Sainsbury 1907, 252, 265, 286.
33 PRO: SP 16/444, no 22.
34 CSPD 1640, 522-3; PRO: SP 16/461, no 35.
35 CSPD 1640, 562.
36 CSPD 1640, 212, 213; CSPD 1640-1, 240-1, 298-9, 313.
37 CSPD 1639, 203, 204; CSPD 1639-40, 424. The Ordnance minutes indicate that in the first months of his contract 

Gordwell delivered fine and canon powder as Evelyn had. The records are not sufficiently detailed thereafter to explain 
the need for this order in May 1639: BL, Harleian Mss 429, f  175.

38 CSPD 1637-8, 348, 542.
39 CSPD 1639-40,424.
40 CSPD 1639-40,67; PRO: SP 16/432, nos 1— 2.
41 CSPD 1639-40, 339-40,424, 512; PRO: SP 16/292, f 115; SP 16/444, nos 22, 23.
42 CSPD 1640, 522-3; PRO: SP 16/461, no 35.
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The king at first succeeded in paying for the gunpowder that had been delivered within the 
fourteen days stipulated in the contract, a practice that had not always been followed in dealings 
with Evelyn. But in the early 1640s his financial position was growing worse and prompt 
payment was not maintained. The Commons' committee noted this inJuly 1640 and in August 
1640 the king promised to pay Cordwell the £4000 he owed by the end of the following month. 
It seems that this promise was not kept and this failure led to the collapse of the king's gunpowder 
policy. 

The basic fact is that there is no evidence of any contractual delivery of gunpowder from 
Cordwell after November 1640, although it has to be admitted that the Ordnance records for 
1641 and 1642 are inadequate, the result of the collapse of the Ordnance administration at the 
beginning of the Civil War. 43 A contractual delivery from Cordwellwas expected in December 
1640.44 In September 1640 Cordwell was inspecting the quality of the East India Company's 
imported saltpetre on the instructions of the lord treasurer, with a view to purchasing it for the 
king's service, and in the first six months of 1641 Cordwell was purchasing all the saltpetre the 
Company could provide.45 Also a report in November 1641 shows that Cordwell had received 
95 lasts of saltpetre from the king's stores during the previous year. 46 

Yet inJuly 1641 it was minuted in the Lords Journals that 'oflate no powder hath been brought 
into the kings store' ,47 while an Ordnance report to parliament in February 1642 claimed that 
no powder had been delivered to the Tower for thirteen months as a result of the suppression of 
the domestic saltpetre manufacturers. 48 A petition that Cordwell presented to the Commons on 
31 March 1641 seems to confirm that Cordwell was no longer making his contractual deliveries 
but was awaiting developments.49 Furthermore when negotiations between parliament and 
Cordwell took place in March 1642 the Commons specifically allowed Cordwell to fulfil existing 
contracts to supply gunpowder to private customers before supplying the state once more. 50 

It thus seems that Cordwell continued to produce gunpowder after November 1640, that he 
sought alternative supplies of imported saltpetre to compensate for the failure of the domestic 
producers, but that whatever his intentions in late 1640 he had not maintained the contractual 
deliveries to the Ordnance and had begun to supply private customers such as merchants and 
ships' chandlers instead. Technically Cordwell was in breach of contract. The Evelyn contracts 
had included a clause allowing Evelyn to stop delivering and to sell his gunpowder privately if 
the king did not pay for the gunpowder within the time stipulated, but there was no such clause 
in Cordwell's contract because it was then illegal to sell to anyone other than the king.51 The 
prevailing uncertainty in the country as the king and parliament moved apart must have meant 
that Cordwell was not punished for his failure to maintain deliveries after November 1640. The 
production monopoly and the rest of the system set up in 1636 had collapsed some months 
before parliament cancelled the gunpowder monopoly and restrained the production of 
saltpetre. 

Monopolies were one of the policies that attracted criticism during the years of the king's 
personal rule and, when he was forced to summon what was eventually to be known as the Long 
Parliament in 1640, complaints about the gunpowder monopoly were just one of the many 
criticisms he faced. In January 1641 the House of Commons received a petition from London 
merchants complaining that the authorities were charging Is 6d per pound for gunpowder, and 
that such high prices and the difficulty in actually acquiring gunpowder meant that ships were 

43 Roy 1964 & 1975, 1,12; Lewis 1976. 
44 CSPD 1640-1, 313. 
45 Sainsbury 1909,88,222,232. 
46 CSPD 1641-3,152; PRO: SP 16/485, no 45. 
47 L],4, 316. 
48 PRO: SP 16/489, no 18. It is saltpetre works which are described as being suppressed, not the gunpowder works 

as calendared in CSPD 1641-3, 280. 
49 CSPD 1640-1, 52!. 
50 C], 2, 476. 
51 PRO: SP 16/352, no 27; SP 16/292, ff21-36. For details ofEvelyn's contracts see VCH, 2, 315-17. 
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being sent to sea with inadequate protection. The merchants wanted lower prices and an end to 
the ban on imports, but they also queried the concept of a production monopoly. John Evelyn 
and the Ordnance defended the policy of a sole supplier, but accepted that imports should be 
allowed. They were minority voices. On 5 March the Commons voted to support a policy of free 
production and free trade in gunpowder and saltpetre. 52 

Aware of such developments Cordwell submitted a petition to the House of Commons on 31 
March 1641 :53 

By reason of a petition to the House of Commons that every man that will might make 
gunpowder, petitioner dares not make his provisions as about this time of year he useth to 
do, for if he should make them, and the manufacture of gunpowder continue not in your 
Majesty's hands, he will be ruined, by reason of the great stock he already has, and must 
further provide; and ifhe make riot his provisions he then renders himself unable to perform 
his contract and greatly fears punishment. 

The petition outlines Cordwell's dilemma, and his worst fears were soon to be confirmed. On 
20 July 1641 a bill was introduced into parliament to end the existing gunpowder monopoly, 
and by 10 August it had received the royal assent. The Act, 16 Chas 1 c2l, made it legal for 
anyone to import or produce gunpowder. The Ordnance had produced a report defending the 
monopoly and emphasing Cordwell's success in producing more gunpowder than ever before 
produced in England, but to no avail. 54 

Resentment dies hard, and the king's profits on the sale of gunpowder and the gunpowder 
production monopoly were among the complaints included in the Grand Remonstrance 
presented to the king by parliament in November 1641. Another clause articulated the long
standing resentment about the powers awarded to domestic saltpetremen, particularly those that 
allowed them access to all private property in order to acquire their principal raw material. 55 

The king's rejection of this Grand Remonstrance, a long list of grievances about his behaviour, 
was an important step into the descent into civil war that was soon to split the country. 

The gunpowder industry after the lDonopoly 

The parliamentary attack on the gunpowder monopoly had not resolved the problem of 
supplying the Ordnance with gunpowder. Within a few weeks the Lords and the Commons both 
began to consider ways of ensuring that the production of gunpowder and saltpetre continued. 
On 12 March 1642 Sir John Evelyn, a nephew of John the gunpowder producer, could report to 
the Commons that an agreement had been reached with Cordwell to supply 500 barrels of 
gunpowder at £4 lOsa barrel, and on 5 July this contract was extended for a further nine 
months. The initial agreement specifically allowed Cordwell to fulfil his contracts with 
private customers, provided that he named them. 56 Imports were also recorded. 7 It is indicative 
of the times that it was parliament which negotiated this contract directly, not, as previously, the 
Ordnance Board acting on behalf of the king. 

52 C], 2, 75; Notestein 1923,299-300,444. Some Ordnance officials defended Cordwell although they had reason 
to resent aspects of his behaviour. The November 1636 contract required Cordwell to pay £20 a year to the Ordnance 
clerk responsible for keeping records of deliveries but he ceased other annual payments to Ordnance officials that the 
Evelyn family had made. Francis Coningsby, the Ordnance surveyor, stated that Evelyn had paid him £50 a year and 
suggested his predecessors had received £200. Richard Marsh, Ordnance keeper of the stores, mentioned an annual 
payment of £40: CSPD 1639-40, 294, 295. 

53 CSPD 1640-1, 521. 
54 C], 2,217,219,224,249; L], 4,316,330,331,332,338,354; CSPD 1641-3, 66; PRO: SP 16/482, no 108. 
55 Gardiner 1906, 202-32, clauses 24, 29. For the saltpetre industry see Sharpe 1992,491-4; Ferris 1964; Stewart 

1996, 82-5; Buchanan 1995-6. 
56 L],4, 361, 365, 367, 371, 374, 376, 377, 402, 435, 437; 5, 511; C], 2, 364, 450, 469, 474, 476, 521, 653; Coates et 
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Other sources of gunpowder were also sought. InJanuary 1642 there was a proposal from 
William BIyth, who had produced gunpowder at Chilworth for the East India Company in the 
late l620s. He wanted to use the Company's horse mill at Blackwall while he erected three mills, 
but nothing more is known of this initiative.58 In March 1642 there was an offer from John 
Evelyn to supply 200 barrels which he had ready for sale and a claim that he could make 120 
barrels of powder weekly. Had he brought mills that had lain idle since 1636 back into 
production or had he acquired the gunpowder in the market glace? There is no other evidence 
of this offer, and none that Evelyn was ever again a producer. 

Thus, despite the freedom to produce gunpowder after August 1641 no major suppliers 
emerged to challenge Cordwell's position during the first year, at least not in the Home Counties. 
It is possible that Bristol producers had started work again.60 The outbreak of the Civil War in 
August 1642 was to change this situation. Soon afterwards John Berisford began production at 
Sewardstone and Temple Mills in Essex,61 while suppliers emerged elsewhere for the royalists. 62 

Chilworth Illills during the Civil War 
Cordwell and Berisford were suppliers to the parliamentary forces in the Civil War and the fact 
that parliament was better supplied with gunpowder throughout the conflict did play some part 
in its success. Situated in the Lea valley, an area always controlled by parliament, Berisford's 
works were untroubled, but Chilworth mills were caught up in the dispute, for although Surrey 
was usually controlled by the parliamentarians there were times when the royalists threatened.63 

In November 1642, as the king's armies advanced on London, Chilworth mills were pulled 
down and the raw materials removed by Sir Richard Onslow on the instructions of parliament. 
Onslow was to be censured for this act after the Restoration. On 17 November when the king's 
army withdrew, instructions were issued for the total destruction of the works. The king's 
warrant noted: 

Whereas Wee understand that the Powder Milnes at Chilworth in the county of Surrey, 
have been lately made unserviceable, to the end that Wee might not make use of them, and 
yet are left in such condicon, as they may bee easily repaired when Wee are gone out of this 
Countrey. 

Instructions were thus issued to destroy the mills further, to let water out of the ponds, and to 
take any measures to ensure that the mills could not be used again.64 

Yet by March 1643 the mills were back in action and Cordwell was granted permission by 
parliament to take saltpetre to his works, but such were the fears of royalist raids that instructions 
were issued to the Committee for the Militia of London that they were to appoint 'a careful man' 
to accompany all such deliveries.65 InJuly 1643 the Cavaliers did raid Chilworth, but there is no 
evidence to suggest that the mills were put out of action, and parliamentary precautions at this 
date made no particular mention of the works.66 There was a further scare in January 1645 
when parliament, afraid of a further advance into the area by their enemies, ordered Cordwell 
to deliver all gunpowder to the Tower immediately and never to keep more than one week's 
supply of saltpetre at Chilworth thereafter. 67 

58 Sainsbury 1909, 221. For details of Blyth see Fairdough 2000 (this volume, 95-111). No more is known of this 
horse mill; it was perhaps used to repair decayed gunpowder. 

59 Coates etall987, 22. 
60 Buchanan (1995-6) notes that producers who had been suppressed during the 1630s re-emerged in the Civil War. 
61 Fairdough 1985, 1991 & forthcoming. 
62 Roy 1964 & 1975, 1, 28-32; Edwards 1995. 
63 Milward 1988-9; Gurney 1997; Mitchelll970; Vulliamy 1953,8-24. 
64 Roy 1964 & 1975, 1, 12; 2, 359, 463, 506; HMC 11th Report, Appendix 5, p 3; PRO: WO 55/423, no 27; 

Vulliamy 1953, 20. 
65 L], 5, 640; C], 3, 2. 
66 Roy 1964 & 1975,2,506; BL: Thomason tract, E 65 (22); HMC 5th Report, 75. 
67 CSPD 1644-5, 234, 236. 
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There are numerous references to Cordwell's actIvItIes at Chilworth during 1644. They 
indicate that he was working regularly, fulfilling contracts for the parliamentary committees 
organizing the war, and that there was continuing concern about security at Chilworth. In 
January 1644 Cordwell sold gunpowder to the East India Company to equip its outbound fleet.68 
On 24 February he signed a contract with the Committee for the Safety of the Kingdom and 
delivered 1300 barrels on this contract by mid-July. There were other contracts for new and 
repaired gunpowder and deliveries to the Tower throughout the year. 69 On 3 April the 
Committee for Both Kingdoms issued instructions to the gentlemen of Surrey to secure and 
report on the condition of Chilworth mills, and eight days later Sir Henry Vane, the son of 
Cordwell's original sponsor, was instructed to report on the contract with Cordwel1.70 InJune 
parliament ordered the Committee of the Navy to consider whether Cordwell had performed 
his contract or not. 71 In September another investigation was ordered after barrels of gunpowder 
made by Cordwell had been seized at Weybridge by the Surrey committee and taken to the 
Tower. Parliament wished to know why Cordwell had not delivered these barrels to the Tower 
according to their instructions of the previous March. 72 During these same months Cordwell 
had also delivered gunpowder to Farnham Castle and Basing House on the instructions of the 
parliamentarians. 73 In October 1644 parliament ordered Sir Richard On slow to report on the 
state of Chilworth mills and the Committee for Both Kingdoms was ordered to assume 
responsibility for the security of the mills. 74 

Cordwell was in conflict with the authorities over his tax payments at this date. In January 
1644, described as a gunpowder maker of Southwark, where he lived when in London on 
business, he was brought into custody to pay his assessment. Within a week an order was issued 
that since he had received £500 of the moneys owing to him from the state he should pay £300 
or supply gunpowder to that value towards his assessment. A week later he was again summoned 
to pay, but he claimed that he had received nothing for his debentures and he produced a 
warrant for damages to his mills which he must have hoped would relieve him of the taxes 
demanded. In November 1644 orders were issued to levy his assessment for £lOO by distress, 
and the following week it was ordered that he be sent to prison for non-payment of this 
assessment. 75 Was he facing a financial crisis as a result of dilatory payment by parliament, or 
were there other reasons for these problems in l644? 

The situation with regard to payment may have improved after this, for in December 1644 an 
ordinance was passed that noted contracts with gunpowder makers, saltpetre makers and 
merchants who imported saltpetre and stressed the need for payment, setting aside £6000 from 
the excise for this purpose. 76 Cordwell continued to be an important and regular supplier to the 
Ordnance thereafter, until his death in Berisford was the only other producer who 
was a major and regular supplier during these years. The importance of these two producers is 
confirmed by Edwards's database compiled from the parliamentary army papers and Lewis's 
thesis on the Ordnance Board during the Civil War. 78 

To supply these two producers the domestic saltpetre industry had to be revived79 and imports 
by the East India Company had to be encouraged. The Company's minutes provide evidence of 

68 Sainsbury 1912,4. 
69 PRO: WO 4711, ff7, 9,13,15,18,26,27,42,50,51,73,75,104,142; WO 49/82, ff3, 4,13,14,26; CSPD 

1644-5,88. 
70 CSPD 1644, 93,108. 
71 Cl, 3, 51 7. 
72 Cl, 3, 628. 
73 PRO:W047/I,ff71,99. 
74 (], 3, 671. 
75 CCAM, 38, 329. 
76 Firth & Rait 1911, 1,578-9. 
77 PRO: WO 49/82, ff28, 30, 31, 33, 34, 35, 70, 72, 73, 74, 86, 87, 96, 146, 151; WO 49/83, ff65, 66; WO 49/85, ff 

2,3,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,14. 
78 Edwards 1995 and Lewis 1986 try to establish the relative size of the two producers. 
79 Firth & Rait 1911, 1, 320-1, 418-20, 578-9, 828-30. 



frequent dealings with Cordwell during the Civil War. He continued to purchase all the 
Company’s imported saltpetre, possibly acting as the Ordnance’s representative, and repaired 
any decayed powder that was brought back by their fleets, acting in his private capacity. That is 
until April 1646; from November 1646 onwards John Berisford took over both these tasks.80 
Further evidence is needed to evaluate what this signified.

In the last years of his life Cordwell must have faced financial problems, brought on yet again 
by the inability of the state authorities to pay for the gunpowder delivered. In March 1648 the 
Committee of Both Houses noted that, pursuant to an ordinance of 7 February 1646, the English 
saltpetre industry had been revived and a contract signed for the saltpetre men to supply 
Cordwell and Berisford with saltpetre to the value of £12,000 annually. For a time the 
gunpowder makers had accepted and paid for these deliveries, but the failure of the state to pay 
for the gunpowder meant that they had been unable to continue paying the saltpetre producers 
who had been forced to discontinue their operations. When £12,000 had been made available 
from the excise to rectify the situation, the money had been so far anticipated that it did not 
revive the industry and this committee now took thought as to how this was to be achieved.81

By this time Samuel was dead and Chilworth mills were in the hands of his brother Robert, 
who continued the business as the executor of Samuel’s estate in trust for his widow and children. 
During his life Samuel Cordwell had been a major producer of gunpowder, in his first years 
attaining levels of output in excess of what had been achieved in England previously. The 
absence of personal papers makes it difficult to assess his personal reward from this. Does his 
suggestion that he should not pay back the £2000 loan suggest financial problems even before 
the collapse of his gunpowder monopoly? Whatever the case, he was able to maintain his 
business despite the problems of the growing conflict between parliament and the king and 
despite the Civil War. The absence of personal records also means that his attitudes to this 
conflict cannot be assessed; he may have had conflicting loyalties. He had emerged from the 
royal Household and had entered the gunpowder industry as a supporter of the king’s policy, 
but he was to become a major supplier of gunpowder to parliament during the Civil War. Given 
the location of Chilworth mills he was obliged to do so or face complete financial ruin, but he 
had suffered financially from the king’s inability to meet his bills.

R o b ert an d  M ary C o rd w ell at C h ilw orth  m ills

In March 1648, shortly after Samuel’s death, the Ordnance issued instructions that his brother 
Robert should receive deliveries of saltpetre in future.82 During the next two years Robert 
continued gunpowder production at Chilworth, taking out a one-year lease to the mills after the 
original 21-year lease expired in 1649,83 and receiving regular payments from the Ordnance 
until 5 June 1650.84 He died soon afterwards. On 11 July 1650 administration of his estate was 
awarded to his widow.85 Mrs Mary Cordwell delivered gunpowder to the Ordnance for a few 
months after the death of her husband Robert,86 but in the words of Vincent Randyll of 
Chilworth manor, £she beinge unable to manage soe greate a work sould hir stock to severall 
marchants’, who took over as tenants on a year-to-year basis.87

80 Sainsbury 1909, 7, 14,34, 101, 102, 108, 221, 222, 232; Sainsbury 1912, 5, 112, 145, 172,208,222,263,281,290
81 CSPD 1648-9, 35-6.
82 CSPD 1648-9, 35.
83 CSPD 1654, 4.
84 PRO: WO 49/82, ff 103, 104, 111, 112, 113, 114; WO 49/85, ff 24; WO 49/86 ff 30, 34, 36, 43, 45; CSPD 

1649-50, 113, 301, 317, 541, 548, 567; CSPD 1650, 157, 536, 576-9.
85 PRO: PROB 6/25, f 96. Robert was described as a gentleman of St Ann, Blackfriars, when he witnessed Samuel’s 

wedding in 1633. When he died he was living in the parish of St Bride.
86 PRO: WO 49/86, ff 53, 55, 58, 62; PRO: SP 18/67, no 7; CSPD 1650, 588.
87 CSPD 1654, 4.



This was the last involvement of the Cordwell family in the gunpowder industry. The 
merchants who took over at Chilworth after the Cordwell family were headed by Josias Dewye, 
who was probably related through marriage to Mary Cordwell.8

APPENDIX

T h e s ta tu s  o f  th e  k in g ’s  m ills
It is clear that Cordwell was to some extent acting as an agent of Charles I when he took over 
gunpowder production at Chilworth. The original agreement between the king and Cordwell 
involved the loan of £2000 by the king so that Cordwell could expand the production facilities. 
In 1641 Cordwell suggested that he be excused repayment, in which case the production 
facilities on the site would become the property of the king when the lease expired in 1649. The 
king was definitely interested in this proposition and even considered purchase of the land from 
the Randyll family, but the political situation precluded further developments. The mills do not 
appear in the inventories of Charles’s estate.89

In May 1649 the Committee for the Advance of Money was informed that Mrs Cordwell held 
money for which she was accountable to the state, but their information soon improved and they 
ordered an investigation into the affairs of Mr Cordwell, executor to Samuel Cordwell, over the 
£2000 lent by the late king. An order was issued that any of this money which should be repaid 
was to be used by the garrison at Carlisle. Whether Robert did repay or otherwise suffered as a 
result of these claims has not been discovered.90 In 1649 the original 21-year lease expired, and 
Vincent Randyll, as landlord and owner of the land on which the mills were erected, must have 
assumed that the facilities were now his. During the next few years he let the premises to Robert 
Co,rdwell and then to a group of merchants headed by Josias Dewye on short-term annual 
leases.91 This latter group were working at Chilworth during the First Dutch War (1652 4) 
when, as was reported in the survey of 1677, the Middle Works were first set up.92 Unfortunately 
no contemporary evidence of this development or indication of the reason for it has been 
discovered. The merchants ceased production at the end of the First Dutch War and Vincent 
Randyll organized a partnership to continue production at Chilworth.93 This partnership was 
not very successful and it seems likely that much of the capacity at Chilworth lay idle during the
last years of the Interregnum.

At the Restoration Vincent Randyll had doubts about his ownership of the mills that Cordwell 
had erected at the Upper Works, obviously arising from the fact that the £2000 loan from 
Charles I had never been repaid, and he was concerned that Charles II might lay claim to the 
production facilities. In a petition to to the king calendared as ‘November? 1660’, Randyll 
referred to the fact that Charles I ‘did erect upon your Petitioners inheritance at Chilworth ... 
certaine Powder mills for the supply of his Magazines’. He and others now had possession of 
these mills and he wanted a grant of the works either by letters patent or such other means as 
his Majesty shall think fit’. He claimed that he had suffered much and had been ‘in danger of his 
life in the beginning of the late unhappy distractions’.94

88 Josias Dewye married Elizabeth Richbell in 1648. The will of Mary Gordwell made in April 1656 mentions her 
brothers, William and Andrew Richbell: PRO: PROB 11/359 sig 3. For the gunpowder career of Josias Dewye see 
Crocker etal, 2000, 25-31 and Fairclough, in prep.
89 McGregor 1989.
90 PRO: SP 19/6, ff 331, 343; SP 19/21, f 251; SP 19/24, f 234. Calendared in CCAM, 1079 under the name of 

William Cordwell but best to assume this is in error. A marginal entry next to the first entry in the mss is definitely Wm 
Cordwell, but the text of that entry is better read as Mrs; other entries name Mr Cordwell the brother of Samuel.

91 CSPD 1654, 4.
92 StRO: D742/M/1/13.
93 SHC: G101/1/59; G96/2/55.
94 CSPD 1660-1, 388; PRO: SP 29/22, no 112.



RandylPs fears proved groundless. No letters patent were ever granted95 but there is no 
evidence that the king ever laid claim to the Upper Works and much to show that Randyll 
retained sole ownership of the Lower and Middle Works and part ownership of the Upper Works 
until his death in 1673, after which his gunpowder works passed to his eldest son and heir, 
Morgan Randyll.96
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