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Tunbridge Gunpowder Mills 

by DAVID BACK 

With the Napoleonic Wars in progress, th e demand 

for gunpowder was immense, and in 1811 a licence 

was granted to build Ramhurst Powder Mills on the 

site of an old corn mill about one mile from 

Tunbridge, Kent. The applicants were George 

Children, his son John George, both of Ferox Hall, 

Tonbridge, lames Burton and his sor. William 

Ford, both of Mabledon, Tonbridge, Sir Humphry 

Davy of Albemarle Street, London and Anthony 

Valle of the Haymarket, London. 

Valle decided not to go further, but the others 

entered into a partnership for sixty years from 26 

June 1811, and the factory was ren amed Tunbridge 

Gunpowder Works. The Chi ld rens put up £15,000 

of capital and the Burtons a similar amount. Sir 

Humph ry Davy did not contribute, and in 1812 he 

and George Children both retired from the partner­

ship. By 1814 work on the buildings and equipment 

was complete and l. Monk was employed as clerk 

and assistant at a salary of £240 a year . 

In 1820 l. G . Ch ild ren so leI hi s shalT ill I il l' 

business , es tim a ted to be wort h £16,740 to \\ ' . I . 

Burton for £6,000, and in 1824 James Burto l1 ~i1, l) 

left, leaving W. F. Burton on his own. H e co l1 ti l1ll l' c1 

the business until his death in 1856, and in I RSl) it 

was sold to Charles Berwick Curt is and Th o lll ;t, 

Curtis of Lombard Street , London. At the time 01 

the sa le, the works could produce 7,000 to 1 <l ,O(x) 

barrels of gunpowder annuall y, and sho wed ;111 

annual profit of £2,000 to £3,000. Barges bclol1 g il1 C' 

to the Medway Navigation Company ca rried til l' 

powder barrels to a magazine at Erith, c ilar gi l1 ~ 

155. per ton, and as well as this magazin e th e ,'il' lll 

had a leaseho ld wharf in Tonbridge with a water 

frontage to th e Ri ver Medway , The works cov cred 

an area of some fift y acres o f pasture , plan tat iclIl 

and water, and there was a house with o ffi ces I'or 

the manager and fifteen cottages for workm en . 

The buildings and equipment com prised a charco ,i1 

kiln and stoves,2 grinding and mixing houses , sa l, · 

petre refinery and mill, fo ur mills driving ei ght pai l ' 

1. The trade card used between 1822 and 1824 . 
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ld ' ,IO I1 CS by wilt er power,.' press house with an 
il\'dr;llIli c press , co rnin g house, glazing and du sting 
Illl ll ,)CS , J drying house , magaz ines, packin g houses, 
J1; '(1\ 'ing houses and grounds, wit h stablin g, ca rt 
,ll Cli s , cooperage, smi thy and ot he r offices . The 
hl id-built magazine at Er ith could ho ld two 
Iholl sand barrels of powder and, with a co ttage for 
I ilL' sto rek eepe r, covered one acre of grou nd . 

L. o nci on tr ade directories show that Burton, 
Chilcircn & Co. had an office at 24 Birchen Lane 
!'I'pm IRIS to 1821. J. and W. Burton were at 69 
()Id Broad Street in the direc tories for 1822 and 
182.\ (Plate I). Then from 18L4 to 1840 W, F. Burton 
"';I S at the same address (Plate 2). The directory for 
1 842 gives the address as 25 Broad Street Buildings, 
;lncl t his entry continues until 1858 when it is noted 
lil;ll th e business is in the hands ofW illiam Burton's 
l'\Ccutors. 
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2. Wil li arn Burton's trade card and price list used between 1824 a nd 
t840 
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NOTES 
I. Wide di sper sal of th e plant wa s essential so that an exp los io n 

would ca use the minimum of casualti es and damage. 

2. The production of high quality charcoa l depended on the skill and 
ex perience of th c workman in charge of burning. I remember 
watching the man in charge of Ihe very last bat ch of charcoa l made 
in Ihis cOlllllry for gunpowder. He powdered some in Ihe palm of 
hi s ha nd . examined it and Ihen Ihrew a small quanlily in Ih e a ir , 
noting il s colour agai nSl Ihe brighl ligl1l. He pronounced il good 
but nOI up to Ihe standard need ed for Ihe besl proof powder . 

3. The pairs of hea vy wheel,shaped stones were driven round for 
man y hours in circu lar Iroughs which held Ihe ingredienls of Ihe 
gunpowder, and Ihis was Ihe aClual makin g of the powder . I! 
was al Ihi s stage parlicular ly Ih at explosions occurred from lime to 
time . 

4. The corning , glazing and dusting houses were used to turn the 
caked powder into grains of varying sizes to polish them. Large 
sieves mo ving to and fro ga ve off clouds of explos ive dust -
ano ther haza rdou s pari of the manufacturing process. 
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