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Abstract: When the civil war broke out in the United States, both contending parties desperately
needed gunpowder to support their war effort. To some degree, their success in the war partly
depended on how efficiently they could supply gunpowder to their armies and navies. In the
absence of adequate saltpeter or potassium nitrate (the main ingredient for making gunpowder)
production in the US, the Confederate and Union armies faced this huge problem of producing
gunpowder. After independence, the United States tried to develop its gunpowder industry, but it
was still far away from being achieved because of the lack of saltpeter production. Before
independence, the cheap and abundant East Indian saltpeter transported from England or India
was enough for the North American colonies, which remained the same after their independence.
During the civil war, the demand for East Indian saltpeter increased abruptly. The Confederate
and Union governments were trying their best to get saltpeter from the East Indies to produce
gunpowder for the war. This paper will look at the role Indian saltpeter played in the American
civil war. The absence of sufficient saltpeter production in the United States and the supply of
high-quality saltpeter from Bengal in East India unfolded interesting events and created
surprising global connections during the civil war. This paper will look at the role Indian
saltpeter played in the American civil war. It will examine how Indian saltpeter became another
decisive factor for the contending parties to win the war.
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Introduction
Like the other colonies worldwide, the newfound colonies of North America also needed
gunpowder, among other things. In North America, gunpowder was not only needed for the
safety and security of the colonists or for the expansion of the colonies but also for trade. It was
one of the most important exchange commodities for fur and for making political ties with the
indigenous people.
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North America was blessed with a great many natural resources other than saltpetre.
What is saltpetre? saltpetre or potassium nitrate (KNO3) is the most important chemical
compound for making gunpowder or black powder. It comprises 75 % of the gunpowder
mixture, along with charcoal and sulfur. The English colonies of North America did not have a
good saltpetre deposit in their hands, and they depended on the European supply of gunpowder.

England had the upper hand over her adversaries regarding the production of gunpowder.
Like North America, Europe also lacked the production of saltpetre, which was greatly needed
there. They gradually found the supply in India. For ecological reasons, the Bihar region in India
had the biggest natural and best quality deposit of saltpetre.

1 The supply of saltpetre from India helped the British gunpowder industry to develop. In
1757 the British East India Company monopolized the saltpetre trade in India and became the
biggest saltpeter supplier in Europe and elsewhere. England was supplying her colonies in North
America with gunpowder for trade and war from the beginning. To rule the colonies forever,
England never encouraged the development of gunpowder or saltpetre industry there. That was
the reason behind the continental force’s suffering from the supply of gunpowder during the War
of Independence. The lack of a natural source of saltpetre was another reason behind the
nondevelopment of the gunpowder industry in North America before 1800. Davis Cressy also, in
his book Saltpetre the Mother of Gunpowder state this fact with examples.? Only at the onset of
the conflict with the French and before England acquired the Indian saltpetre monopoly did the
crown encourage saltpeter production in Virginia by a statute in 1745.% During this time, the
British supply of saltpetre was also dwindling due to their deteriorating relationship with the
Bengal Nawabi. Following this scarcity and the looming danger of conflict with France in the
American continent, the imperial colonial authority tried to supplement the lack of production of
gunpowder in North America to serve its interest by encouraging saltpeter production there. By
the statute of 1745, the imperial government encouraged the colonist to make saltpetre for the
benefit of themselves and the empire. A reward of one thousand pounds was announced to the
person who could make marketable saltpetre. The need for making saltpetre in the continent
ended soon following the British monopoly over Indian saltpetre production following the
British victory at the battle of Plassey in 1757. England singlehandedly supplied the colonies
with the needed gunpowder after that due to the ample supply of Indian saltpetre. The supply of
finished gunpowder from England was so immense and cheap that before the American War of
independence, the continentals never felt the need to develop their gunpowder industry.* When,
at the onset of the war, King George 111 restricted the exportation of gunpowder to the colony in
1774, only then did the revolting colonists start looking to acquire gunpowder for their war
effort, which was from the existing stores from previous wars primarily the British-made
gunpowder from Indian saltpetre.® Since the beginning, the gunpowder makers in England
supplied North America with gunpowder and had the advantage of Indian saltpetre. They or their
saltpetre supplier, the English East India Company, never wanted to lose that business.® In one of
their conventions held in Philadelphia in 1774, the revolting continental Congress addressed this
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problem of the scarcity of gunpowder and saltpetre. It passed several resolutions to encourage
the production of the most necessary commodities in their territories, among which gunpowder
and saltpetre were especially mentioned.” Following the resolution, the Continental Congress
tried to begin production of gunpowder in Pennsylvania during the war since they had the
technological know-how. But these efforts never worked because of the lack of the natural
source of the most essential ingredient for making gunpowder, which was saltpetre, and because
of the massive supply of gunpowder from British gunpowder works armed with the advantage of
Indian saltpetre. Because of these reasons, the colonist in America let their gunpowder mills
decay.® It was more convenient and cost-effective for the colonists to import gunpowder from
England rather than produce it at home.®° Even after the war of independence, the gunpowder
and saltpetre industry remained dependent on the supply of both from England and India. The
embargo over the importation of saltpetre from India to the newly formed united states was lifted
by the British government after the war. And United States alongside England became one of the
biggest purchasers of Indian saltpetre.

Table 2.3: Saltpetre imported to different parts of the world from Bengal. (Indian mds)

Saltpetre

export from

Bengal in

Maunds

Country 1840-41 | 1841-42 | 1842-43 | 1846-47 | 1847-48
Great

Britain 354109 | 384763 | 480736 | 287062 | 346342
France 28386 81078 51566 | 48464 79671
North

America 87250 105988 | 49126 188686 | 153800
Batavia 1457 1248 2174 6407

Source: BL, V/17/193/A, B, C, D. The Commercial Annual for the years 1840-41,
1841-42,1842-43,1846-47,1847-48.

We could figure out from this table that North America stood second in importing Indian
saltpetre from 1840 to 1848. That shows how important the Indian saltpetre supply was for North
America. Even though the newly independent nation of the United States tried to develop its
gunpowder industry after independence, but it was still far from being achieved due to the lack
of saltpetre production. Before the independence, the cheap and abundant supply of Bengal
saltpetre transported from India and England was enough for North American colonies which
remained the same after independence.

The civil war in the United States was another significant historical incident in the United
States history and global history. The import of Bengal saltpetre into the US during the civil war
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increased greatly due to the high demand for wartime gunpowder. In 1840-41 the saltpetre
import from Bengal to North America was 87250 maunds!! which increased to 169319 maunds
by the time the civil war ended.'? The saltpetre supply of the Oriental powder mill on Gambo
dam in Maine was mainly East Indian imported saltpetre for its wartime production of
gunpowder like many other powder mills all over the US.*3

Indian Saltpetre and Confederate gunpowder

Both the confederacy and Union forces were using gunpowder made of Bengal saltpetre.'*
Throughout the war the confederacy suffered from the shortage of different materials needed for
the war, such as minerals ( iron, copper, lead) and gunpowder, mainly due to the shortage of
saltpetre. The southern states had very few gunpowder mills, and the whole south depended on
the gunpowder purchased from the northern mills. The Confederate army was mainly using the
prewar gunpowder purchased from the North and the gunpowder confiscated from the Union
forts and garrisons.'® Since the main gunpowder mills of the North, such as DuPont and Hazard
used Indian saltpetre to make gunpowder thus, the confederacy was using gunpowder made of
Indian saltpetre primarily. On the other hand, even though England maintained its neutrality
throughout the war, British merchants sold mar materials to the Union and the Confederacy. To
secure the supply of British gunpowder and nitrate, two confederate envoy James Mason and
John Slidell, were sent to England. Their mission also involved cutting the Indian nitrate supply
to the Union government. On their way to England, their ship was intercepted by the Union ship
San-Jacinto and the Union Navy took them into custody. Great Britain saw this incident as a
breach of their neutral position and put an embargo on all gunpowder materials destined for the
United States. The British decision pressured the Lincoln administration and forced them to set
free the Confederate envoys Mason and Slidell.*® Because the British merchants were selling
saltpetre and gunpowder to the Confederate forces, the Union government was forced to
establish a naval blockade against the Confederacy. General Winfield Scott proposed this
blockade to choke all Confederate supplies. Running the Union blockade became a high-priority
operation for the Confederate forces to retain access to non-American supplies, especially guns
and gunpowder!’. The gunpowder imported to the confederacy by the British merchants was
made of Indian saltpetre. Thus, the Confederate forces relied on the gunpowder made of Indian
saltpetre.!® That was the case of the Union army as well.

The Union’s and DuPont’s Gunpowder

The union government's main supplier of gunpowder, the Du Pont, was obtaining their necessary
saltpetre consecutively from England and India. The whole production of the Union
government's gunpowder depended on the supply of Indian saltpetre.!® There are numerous
letters and correspondences between DuPont and their agents in England and elsewhere, where
they mainly discussed how to get their hands on Indian saltpetre.? DuPont appointed the
Ashburner and Company as their agent to acquire saltpetre from the Indian and English
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markets.*?! The Ashburner and Company secured a large amount of saltpetre shipment for the
DuPont company following the period of the American civil war. For example, the war broke out
on 12" April 1861, and DuPont anticipating the war asked the Ashburner to increase the
shipment of saltpetre. On April 1861, they shipped 1765 bags of saltpetre to the US, and then
from January 1861 to April 1861, an average of 6828 bags of saltpetre was shipped by the
Ashburner on the accounts of DuPont following a large shipment of 13000 bags.?? Because of
the war in America and an embargo placed by the British government, no ships were agreed to
carry saltpetre there from India because it was an article of war.?® Even then, the Ashburner
managed to ship 250 tons in September 1861,150 tons of saltpetre in October 1861, and 150 and
200 tons in January and February 1862.%* In September 1862, Ashburner further arranged a
shipment of 3164 bags of saltpetre for DuPont.?> Ashburner was shipping saltpetre from Bengal
and arranged to obtain saltpetre from the London market for DuPont company.?® Forbes and
Company was DuPont’s agent in the England market who, obtained 22840 bags of saltpetre
(Indian saltpetre) from the England market, and contracted for another 10553 bags.?’ Another
company involved in furnishing DuPont with Indian saltpetre was the Behn Meyer and
Company, which was based in Singapore and specialized in distributing specialty chemicals.?®
Even though the ban on saltpetre export to any other country except of British territories created
a problem for the DuPont to get their saltpetre from India, they considered making their own
saltpetre in the states following the great demand of the civil war. Still, Ashburner and its
associates supplied DuPont with the much-needed saltpetre to cater to wartime demand.?® From
1864 onwards, the Ashburner company resumed sending saltpetre shipments to DuPont®® , which
is not all the story. Indian saltpetre, in this case, also caused the unfolding of an important
historical event the way it did in India. The demand of Indian saltpetre to produce gunpowder for
the Union army by DuPont, caused the secretary of the state of the union government William H.
Seward to submit to British diplomatic demands during the Trent Affair. It is evident from the
discussion above to gauge how important Indian saltpetre was for the civil war in America. The
DuPont’s were the biggest purchaser of Indian saltpetre since the erection of their first
gunpowder mill in the Brandy Wine Creek in Delaware in 1802. When the civil war broke out,
DuPont anticipated it would end soon and canceled all their saltpetre advance orders on 22"
April 1861.3! Contrary to DuPont’s belief, the war continued. Stores of saltpetre shrank rapidly,
and the war caused fewer ships to arrive with saltpetre from India. Abraham Lincoln summoned
Henry DuPont to Washington to discuss the saltpetre situation with the secretary of state steward
and secretary of war, Simon Cameron. They decided to send a special mission to England to
purchase saltpetre. Henry DuPont sent his nephew Lammot DuPont to England for this mission.
He was carrying the instruction of the Union government to buy a year’s supply of saltpetre. At
that point, time was of the essence for the DuPont Company and the Union govt. While DuPont
was on his way to London, another Union ship USS San Jacinto intercepted a British mail packet
Trent and captured two Confederate envoys against the will of the captain of the British ship.
That was an act of violation of British neutrality by the Union government. By the time this news
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reached England, Lammot DuPont had also arrived in London and engaged their agent Forbes
and Company to procure saltpetre. When the first ship carrying saltpetre from London was about
to set off, the dockmaster announced that the importation of saltpetre to America was prohibited.
DuPont tried to evade this prohibition by rerouting ships through France, but that attempt also
failed due to British prohibition on exporting saltpetre to any other country. All was caused due
to the Trent incident, and the British government was ready to go to war against the Union
government. This motion on the prohibition of the export of warlike stores, especially saltpetre,
in British parliament was supported by influential cabinet members such as the secretary for
India, Sir Charles Wood, postmaster general Lord Stanley of Alderley, and lord chancellor Lord
Westbury. This prohibition put the Union government and DuPont in a tight spot. Their
gunpowder store was depleting, and they needed Indian saltpetre more than anything. The Trent
incident not only sparked a reaction amongst British administrators but also amongst to common
population. Newspapers like the Times were also publishing an article against the export of
saltpetre to the Union govt. The situation got so out of hand that the British government
instructed Lord Lyons, the British minister in Washington, to close the embassy and return to
England.®? Lammot DuPont decided to place the saltpetre he acquired in the hands of his agents
to sell it off slowly. He sold some at a profit and held the rest since that saltpetre was bought
under the name of the DuPont company, and in case of war with England, it could not be seized
by England as the property of the Union government. The Union government, already facing a
war, was not ready to face another war with two major European power. France agreed with
England that the Union government broke neutrality due to the Trent incident. At the same time,
the hold on the saltpetre shipment to America was forcing the union troops to count their shots.
England demanded if the two captured confederate envoys were not released and a proper
apology was not made to England, the union government would face two European giants on
another front. In this situation, the secretary of the state of the union government, William H.
Seward, wrote a letter to Charles Francis Adams, the American minister to England, and sent it
through Lammot DuPont. Upon his arrival, he delivered the letter. He confidentially informed
his London agent about selling the leftover saltpetre at any price so that the price of saltpetre in
the London market drops. This so-called confidential information got leaked when the Union
government apologized to the British government and the embargo over the export of saltpetre
lifted. Now some claim that Lammot DuPont’s maneuver made this process quicker®. Lammot
DuPont arranged for the thirty thousand bags of saltpetre to be transferred to New York and
Philadelphia without wasting time. Because of that, the Union government possessed 7556091
pounds of saltpetre sufficient to produce 94445 barrels of gunpowder for the war effort.3

Table 1.2: Saltpetre from Bengal to the United States. In cwt.

Saltpetre Saltpetre

from from

Bengal in Bengal in
Year cwit. Year cwit.
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1840-41 | 87250 1855-56 | 198479

1841-42 | 81078 1858-59 | 208471

1842-43 | 51566 1859-60 | 189478

1846-47 | 48464 1864-65 | 84813

1847-48 | 76671 1865-66 | 169319

1848-49 | 168845 1869-70 | 95645

1849-50 | 222219 1870-71 | 74588

1852-53 | 202605 1871-72 | 56208

1853-54 | 277872 1872-73 | 109921

1854-55 | 294419 1873-74 | 104220

Source: The Commercial Annual, for the years, 1840-41,1841-42,1842-43,1846-47,
1848-49,1849-50,1852-53,1853-54,1854-55/ \V/17/193/a,b,c,d,e,f,g,h, i.
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Image: Invoice of saltpetre supply from London for Du Pont Company.®®

Saltpetre played its role, as always, in shaping this course of events during the American
Civil War. The demand for saltpetre forced the Union government to apologize to the British
government for the Trent incident and forced Lammot DuPont to engage in diplomatic
negotiations because the supply of Indian saltpetre was crucial not only for the Union
government but also for the DuPont Company. It is evident from this discussion that the E. I. du
Pont de Nemours and Company, the primary producer of gunpowder for the Union army, was
being stocked with saltpetre from Bengal for producing the gunpowder for the civil war. Without
the supply of Bengal saltpetre from Calcutta or London, it would have been impossible for
DuPont to make that enormous quantity of gunpowder for the Union army. On the other hand,
one of the reasons that the Confederate force suffered from the supply of gunpowder was the
lack of supply of Bengal saltpetre to the Confederate mills. As the evidence shows, Bengal
saltpetre was involved heavily in every political-military and commercial matter and incident
around the globe between 1650 to 1870.
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Conclusion

In the absence of local saltpetre production, The United States remained dependent on the supply
of saltpetre from Great Britain and India for three centuries. The saltpetre supplied by Great
Britain was basically a re-export of Indian saltpetre since Great Britain was also dependent on
Indian saltpetre supply for its own saltpetre need. Even though India and the United States were
geographically detached but the cycle of commodity connected these two distant lands. The US
Civil War influenced a lot of global historical events. The scenario of the global cotton Industry
changed completely as an outcome of the Civil War. On the other hand, Indian saltpetre
influenced the outcome of the US Civil War to a great extent, as we can see in this article. The
reliance on Indian saltpetre forced the Confederate government to send their envoys to England
to increase its import and cut off its Union supply. Forced the union government to submit to the
diplomatic demands of the British government to keep the supply of saltpetre intact. This forced
the DuPont company to send their own envoy to England to find ways to breach the embargo and
keep up with the supply of Indian saltpetre. Only after the Chilean sodium nitrate influx in the
global market United States’ reliance on Indian saltpetre for producing gunpowder decrease.
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of the East India Company. Later he moved to Bombay to assume the same role there. His son Luke Ashburner later
became the head of the Bombay Presidency. Luke Ashburner’s son George Ashburner moved to Calcutta, and
flowing his ancestral connection with the EIC, he established the Ashburner and Company in Calcutta and earned a
fortune following his business ventures. Most probably, the E | Du Pont company was one of his biggest clients.
(https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Ashburner_family)

22 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. |. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1861-05-08,

Correspondence regarding the 'May Flower' shipment and the saltpeter market., E.I. du Pont de Nemours &

Company records (Accession 0500.1).

23 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. |. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1861-07-22,

Correspondence regarding shipping arrangements and the dull saltpeter market. E.I. du Pont de Nemours &

Company records (Accession 0500.1)

24 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. |. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1861-12-19,

Correspondence regarding shipping arrangements and the saltpeter market. E.I. du Pont de Nemours & Company

records (Accession 0500.1)

% Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1862-09-16,

Correspondence regarding the 'Stephen Glover' shipment, Brown Shipley and Company, and the saltpeter market.,

E.l. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1).

26 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1864-11-23,

Correspondence regarding the saltpeter market. E.I. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1).

27 Harold.B.Hancock, Norman.B.Wilkinson, “ The Devil to Pay: Saltpeter and the Trent Affair” in Civil War
History, Vol 10, No 1 ( March, 1964): 23.

28 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1863-07-08,

Correspondence regarding du Pont's manufacture of saltpeter, the saltpeter market, and Behn Meyer and

Company. E.I. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1)

29 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1862-02-08,

Correspondence regarding shipping arrangements, the ban on exporting, and the saltpeter market., E.l. du Pont de

Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1), / Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. |. du Pont de

Nemours and Company, 1863-07-08, Correspondence regarding du Pont's manufacture of saltpeter, the saltpeter

market, and Behn Meyer and Company. E.l. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1).

30 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1864-03-05,

Correspondence regarding the 'Granite State' shipment and the saltpeter market., E.Il. du Pont de Nemours &
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Company records (Accession 0500.1)/ Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and

Company, 1864-05-31, Correspondence regarding shipping arrangements, the saltpeter market, and the 'Stephen

Glover' and 'Tanjore' shipments., E.I. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1).
31 Hancock, Wilkinson, “ The Devil to Pay”, 21/ Saltpetre book, 1851-1870.
32 Hancock, Wilkinson, “ The Devil to Pay”, 22-24.

33 In Lammot DuPonts Adventure, written by B.D.DuPont it is mentioned that after returning from England after his

first visit to secure saltpetre shipment, he went straight to Secretary Seward. He received two letters from him: one
to lord Palmerston stating that if saltpeter was not permitted to be shipped immediately, it would be considered a
declaration of war. The other letter ordered Minister Adams to return to Washington if the embargo was not lifted.
Lammot DuPont returned back to England and tried to contact Lord Palmerston four times. At the fourth attempt,
lord Palmerston met him and greeted him. DuPont asked his permission to ship the saltpetre and answered that he
could not give him his permission without conferring with his colleagues. Later, Lord Palmerston came to see
Lamont DuPont and wrote him permission himself. (Account of the ‘Adventure of Lammot DuPont’ , 1907/03/25. .,
E.l. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1)

34 Hancock, Wilkinson, “ The Devil to Pay”, 24-31.

35 Correspondence, Ashburner and Company to E. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company, 1865, An invoice for

saltpeter., E.l. du Pont de Nemours & Company records (Accession 0500.1).
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