
W an d sw orth ’s g u n p o w d er  m ills , 1656-1713
DORIAN GERHOLD

This article traces the story o f the important gunpowder mills at Wandsworth from their founding by Abel 
Richardson and James Lloyd in 1656 until their closure, probably in 1713, presenting new information 
drawn chiefly from documents o f the Courts o f Chancery and Exchequer. It demonstrates that there were two 
groups o f mills o f slightly different dates, corrects the existing list o f proprietors, provides a new (earlier) 
date for  the end o f gunpowder manufacture and describes how and when the site was converted to other uses.

Introduc tion
In the long history of mills on the river Wandle, gunpowder manufacture at Wandsworth 
was a relatively brief episode, lasting only about 60 years, but during that time the 
Wandsworth mills (including some just over the parish boundary in Wimbledon) were one 
of the most important places of gunpowder manufacture in the country. Until recently the 
manufacture was known only from Senex’s map of Surrey in 1729 (by which time, 
ironically, it had already ended), but its history is well recorded, partly through the records 
of the Ordnance Office (used recently to particularly good effect in Gunpowder mills: 
documents o f the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries),1 but also through a series of legal 
proceedings. In fact it provides a fine example of how the history of a business whose own 
records have long since .disappeared can sometimes be reconstructed in detail from 
proceedings in the Courts of Chancery and Exchequer.

Gunpowder was made from a mixture of saltpetre, charcoal and sulphur, the proportions 
used at Wandsworth in 1671 being 74, 15 and 11% respectively (close to the 75, 15 and 
10% which later became standard). Saltpetre was generally imported from India, and 
sulphur from volcanic regions such as Naples and Sicily, while charcoal was produced 
locally.2 In the 17th century the industry was concentrated in south-east England, and 
especially Surrey, where there was good access both to imports and to customers, 
particularly the Navy.

The mixture had to be forcibly incorporated and compressed. This was done in ‘troughs’ 
(timber beams in which a number of individual mortars were hollowed out); there it was 
pounded by a row of pestles driven by a water-wheel.3 The Wandle was one of the best 
sources of power for mills near London, thanks to the rapid fall and strong flow of the river. 
Its mills, at least at the northern end (fig 1), were also well placed for water transport along 
the Thames.4 Not surprisingly, the Wandle’s power was already heavily used long before 
the seventeenth century.5 Typically there was a fall of only 6 feet between one mill’s 
headwater and the next mill’s, and sometimes it was even less, such as the 2 feet 11 inches 
between Adkins Mill and the Upper Mill in Wandsworth (T Q 257 741 and T Q 25 6  745). 
However, at Adkins Mill (near the present Old Sergeant public house in Garratt Lane) 
there was, prior to 1656, a fall o f 11 j  feet from the next mill upstream -  Edward Barker’s

1 Crocker et al 2000, especially Fairclough’s work on Wandsworth on pp 46-51.
2 Crocker 1990, 135; PRO: WO 55/1756, Lloyd’s 1671 offer to Prince Rupert.
3 For the processes involved in gunpowder manufacture, see Crocker et al 2000, 5—18, 56—8.
4 In the 1660s Lloyd had saltpetre conveyed from London for 2s 6d per ton (equivalent to Id per barrel of 

gunpowder produced from it), and in the 1690s saltpetre, gunpowder and other items were being conveyed 
between the mill and the Thames for 2s 6d per load (PRO: E 112/520, no 38; C 8/363/95).

5 Gerhold & Ensing 1999, 15-21.
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Fig 1 Mill sites in and near Wandsworth, related to the present course of the Wandle. 

iron mill beyond the parish boundary in Wimbledon (TQ 260 716).6 It was in that stretch 
of the river that the gunpowder mills were established. It had the great advantage of being 
far from any dwellings, except the tiny hamlet of Garratt. 

J aIlles Lloyd and Abel Richardson 

The first gunpowder mills at Wandsworth were built by Abel Richardson andJames Lloyd 
in 1656. Richardson was a City merchant, of St Clement Danes, and had had contracts to 

6 For heights, see Minutes 1861, 204-5. There was no mill on this stretch either in 1610 (Guiseppi 1908, 184) 
or 1633 (SHe: 399111). 



make saltpetre for London and Middlesex during and after the Civil War. In or about 1650 
he leased mills at Carshalton, also on the Wandle, in partnership with William Mollins and 
John Jarvis, and these were converted to gunpowder production. Neither Richardson nor 
Mollins had technical knowledge of gunpowder manufacture, and the situation was, as 
Richardson later put it: ‘Mr Jarvis managing the powder work, and I not permitted to 
meddle with it’. Unfortunately, the gunpowder proved to be of poor quality during the 
First Dutch War (1652-4), and, following an Admiralty investigation in 1656, Richardson 
was forced to relinquish his share in the Carshalton mills. ‘And therefore’, as he explained 
in about that year, ‘I am erecting mills within 4 miles of London’.7 These were the 
Wandsworth mills. Richardson had a one-third share and James Lloyd two-thirds.8 Lloyd 
was the younger son of a Montgomeryshire gentleman, but was then living in Kensington. 
He was aged 43 in 1656, and apparently had no previous experience of gunpowder 
manufacture.9

Land in Wandsworth was leased from Hugh Hubbert, owner of Allfarthing Manor,10 
the lease starting in 1656. Here were constructed two ‘gutts’ or water channels and above 
them gunpowder mills, together with workhouses and a dwelling. Four mills were said to 
have been built.11 Richardson died in 1658, after which Lloyd apparently continued 
alone.12 In 1660 Charles II appointed Daniel O ’Neale as sole supplier of gunpowder, 
giving him an advance of £2000 to equip himself with mills, and O ’Neale passed on £500  
of this to Lloyd, who was to supply a quarter of the gunpowder required. Lloyd needed 
more mills, and in early 1661 built two new ones at Wandsworth upstream from the others. 
By 1662 Lloyd described himself as ‘of Wands worth’.13

Where were Lloyd’s mills? The general area is known from Senex’s map and a deed of 
nearby land14 to have been near Garratt hamlet. Precise sites cannot be identified with 
complete certainty, but approximate locations can be determined with the help of the 
various legal proceedings and a map of Allfarthing Manor surveyed in 1633, before 
Richardson and Lloyd altered the course of the Wandle (figs 2 and 3).15 The 1656 mills, or 
most of them, were almost certainly on the site which continued in use until 1890, later 
known as Garratt Mill or Mills (at the end of Trewint Street; TQ, 259 727). That mill, 
together with the Wandle’s channel both upstream and downstream, was on Peasecroft, 
part of Allfarthing Manor. The rent being paid by Lloyd’s successor to Abraham Hubbert 
in the 1670s for the two parts of Peasecroft (£13) was the same as Lloyd paid for the land 
leased from Hugh Hubbert in 1656,16 suggesting that it was Peasecroft he and Richardson 
leased in 1656. The lease of Peasecroft was renewed in 1687 (31 years after the 31-year 
lease of 1656) and in 1693, and the 1693 lease (probably copying earlier wording) referred 
to the construction of one or more ‘gutts’. A Surrey jury established in 1737 that it was on 
the land leased in 1687 and 1693 that the ‘home mills’ (the later Garratt Mill) had been 
built.17 However, while the case for the 1656 mills being on the same site as Garratt Mill is 
strong, it is likely that at least one of them was a few yards away on land which had

7 Crocker et al 2000, 25-6.
8 PRO: PROB 11/284, q 635, Abel Richardson.
9 PRO: C 5/552/19; C 24/879, no 74.

10 PRO: C 6/182/41.
11 PRO: PROB 11/284, q 635, Abel Richardson; E 112/521, no 144 (where Edward Barker dates the mills 

to 1655 or 1656).
12 For some contracts in 1666 he had a partner, Richard Cooke (Crocker et al 2000, 47), but by this time he 

had more than one production site.
13 PRO: E 112/521, no 144; E 112/520, no 38.
14 LMA: E/BER/S/TII/B1/10.
15 SHC: 3991/1.
16 SHC: K61/5/57; PRO: C 10/264/19. Lloyd stated in 1668 that he was paying £ 43 per year rent, but this 

was for 15 acres, and probably covered more than just Peasecroft (PRO: WO 55/1756, Lloyd’s 1668 offer to the 
king).

17 PRO: C 11/1519/34; C 33/372, f 148.
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Fig 2 Wandsworth: the gunpowder mills area in 1633, based on the map of Allfarthing Manor 
surveyed in that year, though the outlines of North Mead and Long Mead are from 
NRO: SOX 114, 1764 deed. A: the later Garratt Mill site; B: the site of the island shown 
on latermaps; C: where the new channel constructed in 1656 probably began; D: the site 
of the present Leather Bottle public house. There were two closes called Peasecroft. The 
river flowed northwards. The dashed lines mark the centre of the main channels of the 
Wandle as they were in 1894. Features on the 1633 and 1894 maps match reasonably 
well, but less so at the southern end ofthe area shown here, so that part of the dashed line 
is less reliable than further north. The dotted line at the north end of North Mead marks 
part of the parish boundary between Wandsworth and Wimbledon; south of that the 
original course of the Wandle was the boundary. The course of Garratt Lane north ofthe 
Leather Bottle has since been changed. 



Fig 3 Wandsworth: the gunpowder mills area in 1894. The dashed line marks 
the centre of the main channel of the Wandle as it was in 1633. E: the site 
of Garratt Mill (burnt down four years earlier); F: the likely site of North 
Mead Mill.

previously been west of the Wandle, as discussed below, and it nnot be ruled out that 
sites changed within Peasecroft. One possible alternative or additional site is slightly 
further south, where a curious island is shown on later maps (fig 2, B), though the island’s 
purpose was perhaps instead to do with regulating the flow of water.

The mills added in 1661 were upstream from those of 1656. According to Lloyd, Edward 
Barker, who held the iron mill further upstream, was happy for him to build his second 
group of mills at Peasecroft, and Lloyd therefore leased land there from Ellis Crispe and



built his mills there.18 Evidently Lloyd used the term ‘Peasecroft’ somewhat loosely, 
referring to the general area: Ellis Crispe did not hold any part of Peasecroft, but he did 
hold North Mead, across the river from it in Wimbledon parish and including land within 
one of the river’s meanders.19 Such meanders provided the easiest place to construct a new 
mill: a new channel could be created across the base of the meander, the mill could be built 
on the new channel, and the original channel then formed the bypass channel for excess 
water, though it was also necessary to build up the banks upstream so as to accommodate 
the required head of water. Whereas Lloyd’s earlier mills were described as being in 
Wandsworth, the later ones were said to be in Wimbledon.20 The land leased was probably 
the 3 acres that by 1678 had been purchased from Ellis Crispe by Lloyd’s successor for 
£6 0 , and three acres was approximately the area within the meander.21 Thus the 1661 
mills were almost certainly established on the new course of the river that cut off that 
meander. Barker appears to have been exaggerating when he claimed that the distance 
between Lloyd’s two groups of mills was twice as far as between the new site and Barker’s 
iron mill. The river’s banks were built up at least as far south as Long Mead, and in the 
1670s a mill pond was created south of the mills on part of what had been Garratt Meadow 
(% 3).22

What happened following Lloyd’s agreement with Daniel O ’Neale was described later 
by Edward Barker.23 In September 1660 Lloyd asked to see him, and said that William 
Bignall, who farmed Garratt, was seeking to have his mills closed because the penning of 
water for them resulted in his land being flooded. Lloyd told Barker he needed only a little 
water, and that the waste water of the iron mill, for which he offered £2 0  a year, would 
serve his purpose. Barker replied that this was impossible, and that he was short of water 
himself except in winter: ‘he had two glasses that rann twelve houres each to shew his 
workemen how to divide the time of theire worke betweene [his] two mills he not haveing 
water inough then to keepe them both goeing togeather’. When the two men next met, in 
October, Barker showed Lloyd the site at (or near) Peasecroft, saying that before Lloyd 
had built his existing gunpowder mills he had thought of obtaining the ground and building 
a small mill there with a hammer of about 1001b weight to make small iron plates; 3 to 4 
feet head of water could be obtained there. He also said that if Lloyd really needed as little 
water as he claimed, he could build a mill in Barker’s orchard, behind the iron mill, but 
Barker would require good security against damage to his own mill, including the power 
for his servants to stop Lloyd’s mill there working, conditions which Lloyd indicated were 
too hard.

Subsequently, in February 1661, Barker received a letter saying that Lloyd’s workmen 
were ready to set up mills in his orchard. Lloyd’s carpenter told Barker that Lloyd was to 
have half of Barker’s water and the two were each to work their mills twelve hours per day, 
whereupon Barker threw the workmen off his land. He showed the carpenter the site at 
Peasecroft, indicating that it would be satisfactory provided the works were laid low. The 
carpenter replied that the works could not be laid low there because ‘then the mills would 
lye in the backwater by reason of [Lloyd] penning the [water for] his other foure mills’ (a

18 PRO: E 112/521, no 144.
19 NRO: Spencer papers, 1617 survey of Wimbledon Manor; PRO: C 8/363/95.
20 PRO: E 112/521, no 144.
21 NRO: SOX 99, Crispe deeds; PRO: C 8/363/95; C 10/348/20. Other relevant pieces of land included 

an acre in Peasecroft purchased by William Buckler from Edmund Crispe for £ 29, a toft in Wimbledon leased 
by Ellis Crispe to William Buckler for £7 per year, a toft on which stood a powder mill leased by Samuel Crispe 
(Ellis’s heir) to Fuller and De Berdt and previously to Elizabeth Buckler, land between the new cut and the old 
course of the river purchased by Elizabeth Buckler and formerly belonging to Ellis Crispe, and almost 24 acres 
in Wimbledon (clearly North Mead) containing a powder mill purchased by Elizabeth Buckler from the Crispes 
before 1693 (PRO: C 10/348/20; C 6/410/48; C 11/1519/34; NRO: SOX 99, Crispe deeds).

22 NRO: SOX 99, Crispe deeds; PRO: C 5/148/49; PROB 11/361, q. 125, Thomas Buckler.
23 PRO: E 112/521, no 144.



good indication of how close together the two sets of mills were). Barker then insisted that 
Lloyd should not build there.

Nevertheless Lloyd did build there, and his two new mills were finished, at a cost of 
£300, in about May 1661. His millwright was John Redding, who had also built mills at 
Staines. Lloyd was said to have cut the banks of the ancient channel in Wimbledon and to 
have erected new mills on the new cut. Far from needing only a little water, he had 
hammers (presumably pestles) carrying 27001b weight. Barker found (or claimed) that his 
mills, ‘which are anncient mills of very great use for makeing of armour plate and other 
iron plate’, lay in the backwater of Lloyd’s new mills, which were often causing the water 
to rise 3 feet higher than before. Lloyd offered as a defence that he had only penned the 
water to a depth of 3 feet. Barker’s temper was not improved by Lloyd offering to buy his 
mills.

Barker may have exaggerated the impact (and his mills continued to operate), but 
Lloyd’s story is in general far less convincing, since it relied on Barker agreeing to give up 
half his water in summer for a mere £20  a year. But Lloyd did not need to be convincing, 
since he had the support of the Privy Council, which wanted the gunpowder and was well 
used to defending gunpowder makers against their apprehensive neighbours. Barker took 
action through the Surrey and Kent Commissioners of Sewers, who had authority over the 
Wandle, and obtained a decree in his favour in August 1661, subsequently confirmed 
following a full trial before a county jury, but the Privy Council ordered that the decree be 
suspended. Other legal actions in King’s Bench and Common Pleas brought verdicts for 
Barker which were similarly ineffective.

Lloyd continued to obtain a quarter of O ’Neale’s contracts for supplying gunpowder, 
and had East India Company saltpetre brought by boat from London to Wandsworth, 
where it was landed cat ye shipe’, a public house which still exists (though rebuilt) towards 
the north-east corner of the parish (T(£260 756).24 After O ’Neale’s death in 1664, Lloyd’s 
contracts were with the Ordnance Office, which provided the saltpetre and paid a fee per 
barrel of gunpowder produced from it. Among the ten gunpowder makers supplying the 
Ordnance Office in 1665, Lloyd was the second most important, after Josias Dewy of 
Carshalton. During the Second Dutch War (1665-7) he established new mills at Wooburn, 
near Beaconsfield, Buckinghamshire, to meet the increased demand.25

Lloyd stated in 1668 that he had four water-wheels and six powder mills at Wandsworth, 
capable of producing 70 barrels a week, adding in 1671 that there were 14 troughs.26 The 
number of mills was as in the earlier legal proceedings, but exactly what Lloyd meant by a 
‘mill’ is unclear -  perhaps a mill building or separate gearing, in which case two of the 
water-wheels had buildings and gearing on both sides. Each of Lloyd’s wheels served three 
or four troughs. Lloyd’s stated output would have required ten or eleven workers, and the 
mills probably greatly promoted the growth of the nearby hamlet of Garratt, which by 
1721 had its own alehouse, the Leather Bottle (TQ 261 724).27

Peace in 1667 meant there was much less work for Lloyd’s mills, especially his new mills 
at Wooburn, for which the Ordnance Office, which had requested their construction, paid 
him £200 compensation in 1671. Lloyd’s contract of 1666 to make saltpetre in Middlesex 
was also cancelled when the war ended. By 1668 Lloyd was in financial difficulties, and his 
Wandsworth mills were out of repair and apparently out of use. Similar problems 
happened several times subsequently: the gunpowder makers tended to live in luxurious 
style, but were often in a financially precarious situation, especially when wars ended. In 
both 1668 and 1671 Lloyd offered the mills to the government, in the latter year in return

24 PRO: E 112/520, no 38.
25 Tomlinson 1979, 114-5; PRO: WO 55/1756, undertakings of the powder makers, 1665; Fairclough 1996, 

126.
26 PRO: WO 55/1756, Lloyd’s 1668 offer to the king.
27 PRO: WO 55/1756, statement of costs per barrel; SHC: QS 2/6 1721 Easter 80 & 81.



for £1000 for repairs (to be repaid in fifteen months ‘from the time the mills are sett on 
work5) and a salary of £1  per week. The offers were not taken up, and Lloyd had left the 
industry by 1672. He died not later than March 1675.28

William  Buckler and Peter Rich

The Wandsworth mills passed to William Buckler, whose lease from Ellis Crispe began in 
January 1672.29 Buckler was the son of a Dorset gentleman, and had been apprenticed in 
1642 to a tallow chandler of London. In the 1660s he entered the gunpowder trade, 
beginning to supply the Ordnance Office in 1664 on a fairly small scale from a mill (or 
mills) at Faversham in Kent. By 1669 he was also involved in the Bedfont gunpowder mills 
on Hounslow Heath. The background to his acquisition of the Wandsworth mills was that 
in 1669 he and another manufacturer (Robert Richardson) obtained a monopoly of supply 
to the Ordnance Office (turned into a twelve-year contract in 1670), and in 1671 he 
married a rich widow, Elizabeth Brett, who may have provided the finance. Obtaining 
Wandsworth pushed Buckler to the forefront of the gunpowder trade, and by 1678 he had 
also acquired mills at East Molesey. The monopoly was diluted in 1671 and then lost 
completely on the outbreak of the Third Dutch War (1672-4); it was restored to William 
Buckler and his son Thomas in 1675 and was lost again on the outbreak of war with France 
in 1677. When Buckler complained in 1675 that he had saved the government £20,000  
during the last two wars, had spent £5000 erecting works ‘and that in trying to bring the 
gunpowder to greater perfection he had 18 powder mills blown up’, he was awarded 
£1500 compensation, which indicates the importance attached to his services.30

William Buckler died in November 1678, and the inventory made of his possessions 
records his five mills at Wandsworth, three at East Molesey (plus another under 
construction) and two at Faversham.31 The Wandsworth mills were by far the most 
valuable: £2527, compared with £1859 for East Molesey and £1185 for Faversham; 
indeed it has been suggested that Buckler was running down the Faversham site in favour 
of Wandsworth.32 The relationship of mills and troughs at Wandsworth differed from that 
in 1671, perhaps because the word ‘mill5 was used with a different meaning (possibly 
corresponding to the number of water-wheels); while the stated number of mills had fallen 
from six to five, the number of troughs had risen from fourteen to twenty -  four at each 
mill.

Buckler’s eighteen explosions indicate an average of about two per mill, so there is likely 
to have been considerable rebuilding and perhaps reorganization. Nevertheless, Buckler’s 
Wandsworth mills still appear to have formed two groups, each with its own watchhouse. 
The first group was ‘the first mill upon the freehold’ and ‘the 2d mill upon the freehold’, 
with a watchhouse to the two freehold mills. These were almost certainly Lloyd’s two mills 
of 1661, since they appear to have been on land that Buckler had purchased from Ellis 
Crispe, whereas Peasecroft remained leasehold. In the second group were ‘Goodship mill’, 
‘the North Mead Mill’, ‘Goodman Layes watchhouse’ and ‘the Peasecroft Mill’. This was 
presumably Lloyd’s earlier group, formerly described as having four mills. One possible 
interpretation is that Peasecroft Mill was on the east side of the river, North Mead Mill on 
the west side and Goodship Mill between them. However, it is more likely that they were a

28 Crocker et al 2000, 48-9; PRO: WO 55/1756, Lloyd’s offers; PROB 11/347, q 26, James Lloyd. Lloyd 
borrowed £812 in 1664, but this does not mean he was in financial difficulty then (Crocker et al 2000, 48). Lloyd 
was living at ‘Wandsor’, ie Wandsworth, not Windsor, when he made his will in 1671, and had no property in 
Windsor (Crocker et al 2000, 40, 4 In).

29 PRO: C 33/368, part 2, f 262, Porter v Gordon.
30 Crocker et al 2000, 38-40; Cal SPD: 270.
31 I have used the copy in PRO: C 10/348/20; there appear to be no major differences from the copy used in 

Crocker et al 2000. The date of Buckler’s death is from C 5/148/49.
32 Crocker eta l2000, 40.



short distance apart, since comparison of the 1633 and 1894 maps shows that the only 
place nearby where a mill could have been on North Mead was about 200 feet north-west 
of the later Garratt Mill site, where maps of 1838 and 1894 show a side channel (fig 3, F; 
T (£259 728).

There was a variety of other buildings: a boiling house (where saltpetre was refined in a 
copper boiler), a mealing house (perhaps where ingredients were ground and mixed), a 
corning house (where, after the pounding in troughs, lumps of powder were broken down 
into grains by means of sieves, producing cornpowder), a dusting house (where loose dust 
was removed from the corned powder), a cooper’s house (for producing barrels), a 
carpenter’s shop, a coal house (for charcoal rather than coal), a dwelling and a stable. 
There were twelve horses, reflecting the need for carriage to and from the Thames. There 
were also storehouses at the waterside. These were probably the ‘powder house’ held in 
1693 by Buckler’s widow, Elizabeth, who also had two warehouses, a wharf, a crane and 
an alehouse called the Blue Anchor (approximately at the southern end of the present 
Wandsworth Bridge; T (£ 261 755).33

Gunpowder continued to be supplied by Elizabeth Buckler, but not after the death of 
William Buckler’s son Thomas in July or August 1679. Elizabeth Buckler claimed to have 
been ‘left in a very deplorable condicon’ by her husband, who owed the king £11,300 or 
more for saltpetre, brimstone and money advanced for gunpowder; in fact his debts 
considerably exceeded the value of his estate (£6691). She left the management of the 
gunpowder business to her brother Peter Rich, who began supplying the Ordnance Office 
in 1680 and ‘who managed all the affaires in the powder trade untill hee dyed’. Rich was a 
London Alderman and a timber merchant. He became a member of parliament in 1679, 
supported the king during the Exclusion Crisis and was knighted in 1685. Under his 
contract with the Ordnance Office in 1682, he was to receive 16s per barrel, of which 6s 
per barrel was to be deducted towards paying William Buckler’s debt.34

A survey made in 1687, during Rich’s tenure, showed Wandsworth to be the second 
most important source of gunpowder in the country (though it covers only gunpowder 
supplied to the Ordnance Office). Chilworth, then at its peak, was by far the largest source, 
producing 270 hundred-pound barrels a week (37% of the total), followed by Wandsworth 
making 84 (12%) and two other sites making 72. One of the latter (the East Molesey mills) 
was also run by Rich, bringing his share of production up to 22%, but he did not take over 
Buckler’s Faversham mills.35 The Wandsworth mills would have needed nearly 3 tons of 
saltpetre every week.

John De B erdt s enior and junior
Rich died in 1692. He left his sister Elizabeth ‘all my coppers panns and utensills’ at the 
Wandsworth powder mills, and stipulated that his son Edward should carry on the work at 
Wandsworth and Molesey, paying Elizabeth Buckler for the use of her workmen.36 Instead 
she decided to sell the mills. The East Molesey mills went to Lady Anne Rich, and were 
run by Edward Rich.37 The Wandsworth mills were sold to John De Berdt, a London 
merchant, but living at Battersea by 1697. He was a member of the Dutch Church at 
Austin Friars, and the family’s Dutch origins are attested by the three Dutch Bibles and

33 PRO: G 11/21/50, 1st schedule. For their location, see NRO: SOX 252, 1775 lease, Spencer to Green; 
Corris’s map of Wandsworth in 1787 (BL: Althorp papers, P13, part 1 section 1) and book of reference (NRO: 
Spencer surveys 8, plots 192-4).

34 Crocker etal 2000, 41-2; PRO: C 10/348/20; WO 55/1756, Rich’s contract, 1682.
35 PRO: WO 49/220.
36 PRO: PROB 11/411, q 166, Peter Rich.
37 PRO: C 10/348/20. The Wandsworth site was not run by Edward Rich as stated in Crocker et al 2000, 42.



other Dutch books in his son’s inventory.38 He paid £1900, plus an annuity of £5 0  to 
Elizabeth Buckler (which his heirs paid until her death in 1730).39

De Berdt was persuaded to take on the mills by Sir James Chapman Fuller, who was one 
of his tenants at York House, Battersea. Fuller originally proposed a partnership, which De 
Berdt objected to; it was eventually agreed that the mills should be taken in De Berdt’s 
name, but that Fuller should pay half the cost and have half the profits. De Berdt had other 
affairs to manage, and wanted Fuller to manage the mills. He sent his wife to assist Fuller 
and keep an eye on him. She even purchased table linen and pewter for the mills marked 
FB for Fuller and Berdt. Problems seem to have arisen because Fuller proved unable or 
unwilling to pay his half-share of the purchase price. In August 1694 De Berdt agreed to 
sell the whole business to Fuller, but within a fortnight he was persuaded by his wife that 
there were large profits to be made because of bargains Fuller was making for ‘working 
saltpetre into powder and by making agreements with ye rest of ye powder makers’, so he 
changed his mind. Fuller then decided De Berdt was ‘a fickle man and too covetous & 
selfish to be concerned in management of such a concerne’. Joint management did resume, 
and according to De Berdt’s wife profits were made, but relations broke down again and 
lawsuits followed in 1695. De Berdt’s wife Mary, who had conducted much of the 
management, seems to have taken Fuller’s side. In 1698 the Court of Chancery decided 
that Fuller should pay his share of the purchase money and De Berdt account for all the 
profits made and convey a half-share of the premises to Fuller. Nothing was done, and in 
1700 the parties agreed that, in addition, De Berdt should be succeeded by his son, also 

John De Berdt. This broke down when De Berdt refused to accept £1500 from Fuller and 
convey half the premises to him. By 1702 Fuller had been in the Fleet Prison for many 
years, but he clearly had enough money to pursue lawsuits. One of his complaints in 1702 
was that workmen had been employed when there was nothing for them to do, and in 
particular John Birch, the ‘cheif workman’, had been paid 15s per week for several years 
‘when the said mills for severall months together have stood still’.40

De Berdt claimed in 1696 to have spent money cutting rivers and improving the mills,41 
but whether this was true is unknown. It is possible that he made major changes, since the 
renewed lease of Peasecroft in 1693 gave permission to cut one or more ‘gutt or gutts’ from 
the river into the premises, and on this land, it was later recorded, ‘several gun powder 
mills were then erected and built’.42 However, if the suggestion above that the lease of 
1656 to Richardson and Lloyd was of Peasecroft is correct, the 1693 lease may simply have 
repeated the wording in the 1656 one, rather than indicating what De Berdt himself had 
done or was intending to do.

De Berdt senior died in 1702, and the mills were then run by John De Berdt junior until 
his own death in 1709. He evidently lived at the mill site, and his dwelling at ‘Garret’ 
included a best parlour, little parlour, best chamber and closet, next chamber, chamber 
over the nursery, two other rooms, nursery, room over the kitchen, hall, kitchen, pantry, 
cellar, brewhouse, back kitchen, room next the back kitchen, counting house and 
milkhouse. The contents included china, silver plate and books.43

This period saw the one recorded explosion: the Daily Courant reported on 22 February 
1703 that ‘Last night about 10 a clock, a Powder-Mill at Wandsor took Fire and blew up, 
by which several Men were kill’d’. De Berdt’s inventory in 1709 indicates that new 
technology was being used: he had millstones, listed as ‘eight runners and four bed stones

38 PRO: C 8/363/95; PROB 11/465, q 11 John De Berdt; PROB 3/30/91.
39 PRO: C 6/412/66; Crocker et al 2000, 43.
40 This paragraph is based on PRO: C 6/412/66; C 10/264/19; C 6/410/48; C 8/363/95.
41 PRO: C 6/412/66.
42 PRO: C 11/1519/34.
43 PRO: 11/465, q. 111, John De Berdt; C 11/21/50, 2nd schedule. Other copies of the inventory are PRO: 

PROB 3/30/91; PROB 31/91/260.



much worn and some of them crack’d with the geer’. Evidently troughs and pestles had 
been replaced by stone edge runners -  millstones that ran vertically on a bedstone (for 
eight or more hours in the case of the best-quality powder). This change is important in 
the history of gunpowder technology,44 and De Berdt senior’s claim to have spent money 
improving the mills suggests that it may have been made by him rather than by Sir Peter 
Rich or De Berdt junior.

The business ought to have flourished under De Berdt junior, given the wars with 
France, but, like several of his predecessors at Wandsworth, he died in debt, to which a 
long illness no doubt contributed. Assets totalled £5062, including £3635 of bills and 
debentures from the Ordnance Office (then at a great discount), but debts came to 
£5786.45

The end o f gunpowder manufac ture

De Berdt’s widow, Susanna, then took over the premises, and married Edward Stables, 
Clerk of the House of Commons. She continued to supply the Ordnance Office until 
1713,46 but that is almost certainly when gunpowder manufacture ended at Wandsworth. 
There was a long period of peace following the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-13), 
and by 1724 at least one of the remaining gunpowder mills at Wandsworth was ‘decayed 
and useless’.47 The other gunpowder mills on the Wandle, at Carshalton, are last recorded 
in 1711, and during the 18th century the industry became much less concentrated in south
east England.48

The Stables’ lease of the Allfarthing land expired in 1723 and in the following year 
George Porter, lord of the Manor of Allfarthing, Had them ejected. However, following 
Susanna Stables’ death in 1733, her son’s widow, Jane Moore, challenged Porter over the 
mills (by then rebuilt), claiming that they were in fact on land that had been purchased by 
John De Berdt in 1702.49 The situation was sufficiently confused for John and Jane Moore 
to obtain a judgment in their favour in 1734 and it was not resolved until 1737. As 
indicated above, the rebuilt mills were eventually determined to be on the land leased by 
Elizabeth Buckler from George Porter in 1693. Jane Moore’s freehold property, purchased 
from William Hammond in 1702 and formerly belonging to Samuel Crispe, was described 
as a powder mill and the 10 rods it stood on, formerly occupied by James Lloyd and then 
by William Buckler, together the bank leading to the mill lying along the east side of North 
Mead. Clearly this mill was on the west side of the river, and, since it was not on land 
which had belonged to Buckler, it cannot have been one of his freehold mills, so the 
likelihood is that it was North Mead Mill.

Melancton Strong the elder, a snuff dealer, applied for the premises after Porter 
reclaimed them, intending to pull down one of the powder mills, ‘then decayed and 
useless’, and build in its place a new mill or mills ‘for grinding and making of snuffs’. He 
took possession in 1727, and then, in his own words, ‘rebuilt a new double mill instead of 
the then decayed and useless mill and hath since erected and built another new mill on a

44 Crocker & Fairclough 1998, 28, 31.
45 PRO: C 11/21/50.
46 PRO: C 11/21/50; Crocker et al 2000, 50-1.
47 PRO: C 11/1519/34. The inventory cited in Crocker et al 2000, 51, as showing that gunpowder production 

facilities still existed at the site in 1731 in fact lists items recorded in the inventory made following John De Berdt 
junior’s death in 1709, in almost identical terms. Senex evidently used out-of-date information in compiling his 
map in 1729. Edward Stables had several mill stones in 1732, but they were at a wharf rather than a mill (PROB 
3/31/33).
48 Crocker 1990, 142, 144-5.
49 For Porter v Moore, see PRO: C 11/1519/34; C 33/368, part 2, ff. 262, 266, 284, 349-50; C 33/372, 

f. 148. Unfortunately the witnesses appear to have been examined orally rather than in writing, leaving no 
record.



new foundation for grinding snuff’, making three mills in total. Strong and his son (of the 
same name) claimed in 1735 to have spent £2000 or more on the premises. The Moores 
claimed that the Strongs had built two mills rather than three: the Strongs had ‘pulled 
down an old double powder mill or part thereof [. . .] and erected a new snuff mill and an 
oyl mill on the old foundation thereof’. No explanation can be offered for the disagreement 
about the number of new mills, but there is little doubt that they included both a snuff mill 
and an oil mill, since only one of the alleged three mills was specifically stated by the 
Strongs to be a snuff mill. Probably the Strongs had sufficient snuff grinding for only one 
mill, as the original intention to pull down only one powder mill suggests.

The Strongs’ actions meant that when the next war broke out the Wandsworth site was 
no longer available for gunpowder production. However, the gunpowder warehouses by 
the Thames either continued in use or resumed their old use in the 1740s, and a new 
gunpowder warehouse was added in or shortly before 1743 in North Field, west of the 
town, by William Taylor (T Q 247 754). Taylor was recorded in 1743 as a ship chandler in 
Wapping, but he was also a gunpowder manufacturer at the Worcester Park mills, and the 
gunpowder stored at Wandsworth was evidently en route between Worcester Park and his 
customers downstream. Whether it was also Taylor who used the older gunpowder 
warehouses in Wandsworth is unknown. The North Field warehouse continued in use until 
at least 1787 and the others until at least 1838.50

As for Garratt Mill, by 1751 there were both oil mills and corn mills on the site, and in 
1793 mills producing oil and white lead (lead oxide); thereafter there appear to have been 
only oil mills until at least 1853. There were then two water-wheels. By 1862 the mill was a 
paper mill, and by 1873 a bone mill (turning animal bones into grease and crushed bone 
used as fertiliser). The main building burnt down in 1890 and was not rebuilt; after that 
the mill evidently operated on a smaller scale. What remained was demolished in about 
1899, though traces of a water-wheel could still be seen in 1919.51 Nothing remains at the 
site today to mark its industrial importance except the island between two branches of the 
river across which the ‘home mills’ once stood.
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