
For HAMP Report 
 
WINDMILLS AND WATERMILLS 
 
Windmills and watermills have been part of the Essex scene since the Middle Ages, 
and there are currently 20 windmills and 50 watermills (either complete or substantial 
remains) in the county. The Essex County Council has long been associated with the 
preservation of mills, the first being taken into guardianship in the 1940’s. Today,  the 
County maintains seven examples of the various types of traditional mill, most being 
open to the public at times during the summer. 
 
The County Millwright is responsible for the upkeep of the seven mills, and for giving 
advice regarding the maintenance and restoration of other mills in the County.  He is 
also on occasion commissioned to advise on restoration projects in other counties. 
 
The part-time Mill Visits Supervisor is available to conduct school and other parties 
over the mills, and to assist with publicising the mills that are open. 
 
Mills Maintained by the County 
During 1999, there were two main projects: the continuing repairs to Alderford 
Watermill in Alderford Street, Sible Hedingham, and Beeleigh Steam Mill, near 
Maldon. 
 
Alderford Mill is a medium sized weatherboarded mill on the River Colne, dating 
from the 18th century. A breast-shot waterwheel drove two pairs of millstones, and in 
the 19th century the mill was extended, and a steam engine added to drive another two 
pairs of stones. Unfortunately, nothing remains of the steam engine or its drive, but 
the waterwheel powered machinery continued to function until about 1951 and 
remains in situ. After this date, electrically driven equipment was installed and 
operated into the 1970’s. This too remains in place.  The exterior of the building has 
been put into good condition since acquisition, and the task of repairing the interior 
and the machinery is under way. 
 
In 1999, the great spur wheel was repaired. During its working life, in Victorian 
times, six iron segments with wooden cogs had been added to the rim of the old 
wooden wheel to increase the speed of the millstones, and make them grind more 
efficiently. In recent times wood-boring insects had damaged the old wooden cogs, so 
over a hundred new wooden cogs had to be fitted into the mortises of the iron rim 
segments. These cogs were made from well-seasoned apple wood, which is very hard, 
and withstands the wear from meshing with the iron cogs of the “stone nuts” which 
turn the millstones. The wheel is now completely refurbished and rotates in a true 
circle.   
 
The next task is the renewal of the waterwheel shaft.  The shaft was of oak about 20” 
in diameter and 15’ long and it carried the waterwheel and the pit wheel, which 
transmitted the drive to the upright shaft, upon which the great spur wheel is mounted. 
The old shaft had rotted where the iron gudgeon was joined to it, adjacent to the 
waterwheel, and could not viably be repaired.  It has been taken out and a new 
unshaped piece of oak obtained from a Norfolk timber yard.  The ironwork has been 
removed from the old shaft and has been cleaned ready for re-use. 



 
The Beeleigh Steam Mill site consists of the steam mill itself, and the brick walls of 
the former watermill that was burned down in 1875. The steam mill building has been 
repaired externally, and some conservation work has taken place to the unique 
machinery inside. However, the extent of further work to the interior is limited due to 
the presence of a colony of bats whose habitat is protected by law. The machinery 
consists of a Wolff boiler, a Wentworth beam engine and its drive to five pairs of 
millstones 
 
This year, the consolidation of the watermill site was completed by repairing the 
external base walls, which were in poor condition at the top due to neglect and 
damage by ivy. The walls had to be taken down several courses and rebuilt with 
matching bricks. Several window arches had to be rebuilt, and wooden doorway 
lintels renewed. 
 
Throughout the year, the other County mills at Aythorpe Roding, Finchingfield, 
Mountnessing, Stock and Thorrington were inspected regularly, and maintenance 
carried out as required. 
 
Other Mills 
Advice was given to the owners of Cottonbury Mill, Belchamp Walter. This is the 
roundhouse of a former post mill, still containing the timber substructure. The roof 
and walls have now been repaired. 
 
A report was prepared on Ashdon windmill to assist a new Trust that has been formed 
to save it. A survey of the mill will follow. 
 
A major project completed with the assistance of the County Millwright was the 
restoration of Baker Street windmill at Orsett. Designs were prepared of the 
construction of a new cap and sails, and advice was given to the building firm 
carrying out the work. The mill, which dates from 1762 is now capable of turning in 
the wind, and is a prominent landmark beside the A13. 
 
Outside the county, the completed work at Cromer mill, Herts. was inspected for the 
Hertfordshire Buildings Preservation Trust. A report on Chillenden mill, Kent was 
prepared for Kent County Council. The restoration of Bardwell mill, Suffolk is being 
recorded for English Heritage. 
 
Mill Visits 
The number of weekend visitors to mills on open days has remained constant on 
average, but the number of group visits has increased in both the school and adult 
categories. There have been some parties of pupils with special needs, who have 
enjoyed the challenges involved. 
 
 Liaison has continued with our own groups of volunteer guides, Essex Mills Group, 
and the SPAB Mills Section. The County mills were open for National Mills 
Weekend on 8th and 9th of May, and the event was publicised by Anglia Television’s 
“Take it on” programme, some of which was shot at Mountnessing mill. 
 
V.G. Pargeter 
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