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FRISTON MILL, SAXMUNDHAM, SUFFOLK. 

Report on the Scope of Repairs required to Restore the Mill Jan 2014. 

The Situation Today 

The mill is in fairly stable condition at the moment, but if major repairs are not carried 
out in the next, say, 1 – 3 years the mill will deteriorate rapidly, and may become 
beyond affordable repair. 

The only reason that the mill remains fairly stable is due to the volunteer repairs in 
recent years by Mr Christopher Hullcoop financed by the Suffolk Mills Group and 
S.P.A.B. Mills Section. The roofs of the mill’s roundhouse and buck have been kept 
weatherproof in this way, and the interior has been regularly treated with an 
insecticide to control the death watch beetle infestation. In addition, minor 
maintenance such as window replacement, inspections and small repairs have been 
attended to. The owner, Mr Piers Hartley, has allowed this work to be carried out, but 
has not contributed to it. 

The steel support structure was erected some years ago to stop the mill from 
collapsing due to failure of the substructure. The quarter-bars and cross-trees that 
supported the main-post and kept it upright had been severely attacked by death-
watch beetle, and the mill had begun to lean. The mill buck was supported under 
various of its horizontal timbers, and was jacked more or less upright again. Thus the 
mill buck is today carried by the external steel frame rather than the main-post. 

The weather-board cladding of the mill buck was renewed in the 1970s. This is still 
fairly weather proof, but is starting to deteriorate, and has not been painted since it 
was fitted. Unfortunately, the boards were not fixed at the correct centres, and the 
overlap is too small for a windmill allowing wind-driven rain to penetrate. (Windmill 
boards need much more overlap than a normal building due to their extreme 
exposure to wind and rain).  

The steps and fantail structure that formerly turned the buck automatically to face the 
wind are still present. They are in poor condition, but fairly safe for the time being. It 
is important that these items are retained in situ so that they can be properly 
surveyed, drawn and copied when the mill is restored. Ideally, a detailed survey and 
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drawings should be made as soon as possible by a competent person while the 
structures are still intact. 

The last pair of sails was removed in the 1970s. Some of the main timbers remain on 
site, and should be measured and drawn as for the fantail, while they still survive. 

Repairs Needed to make the mill Safe and Weatherproof. 

Repairs to the Trestle. 

The “trestle” timbers that support the main post have been attacked by death watch 
beetle and need major repair. It is likely that the four sloping oak “quarter-bars” can 
be repaired by scarfing new ends on to them. The beetle attack emanated from the 
complex “birdsmouth” joints where they meet the ends of the cross-trees. The exact 
extent of the damage cannot be accurately estimated until the trestle is taken apart, 
but it should be sufficient to scarf new ends on to the bars and cut new joints to suit. 
The form of the joints used will need to be carefully considered. 

The two horizontal oak “cross-trees” are in worse condition, but repair of the existing 
timbers is possible. The exact extent of the beetle damage to their ends will not be 
evident until dismantling takes place. It may well be possible to scarf or “piece in” 
suitably shaped pieces of dry oak using carefully considered jointing techniques. 
Epoxy resin glue may be used to improve the attachment of the repair pieces. This 
has been done successfully elsewhere in mill repairs and is invisible. 

In addition to the beetle-damaged ends, the lower cross-tree is cracked under the 
post. It may be possible to reinforce this area with an inserted steel plate and bolts to 
resist tension and bending forces.  

Whatever the options chosen, pieces of seasoned oak are available on site to repair 
or renew or repair the damaged original timbers. 

Repairs to the Buck. 

The mill body or “buck” is still square and straight. It has not “humped up” in the 
middle like most other post mills have, despite its size. This is a huge advantage in 
repairing the mill. 

The timbers have suffered death watch beetle attack, but the main-post, crown-tree 
and side-girts appear to be not much affected. The left-hand girt has been eaten 
away where it joins the front corner-post, but this should be repairable by scarfing on 
dry timber and re-cutting the joint. 

Buck Framework 

The framework of the “breast” or front wall of the buck was repaired in the 1970s. 
This seems to be still in fairly good condition, but the “weather-beam” that carries the 
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weight of the sails etc was made in 3 pieces instead of being a curved beam. This 
beam needs to be renewed using a grown “crook” of oak, suitably shaped.  

The framework of the sides of the mill needs repair. The side-girts, already 
mentioned, need minor repair, as may the upper and lower side-girts. Some of the 
studwork, including the “window-posts” and braces has been badly damaged by the 
beetle. These are of softwood, and may need to be renewed. 

The framework of the “tail” or rear wall of the buck needs major repair. The threshold 
and door-head timbers are of elm and have suffered badly from beetle attack. They 
will need to be renewed, probably in oak, as elm is not easily obtainable now, and is 
not a good choice of timber anyway. The corner-posts may need repair as well as 
the studwork, door jambs etc. 

Buck Floors. 

The floors of the buck are in fair condition. 

The “grinding floor” or “spout floor” i.e. The lowest floor of the buck, seems good. 
The sheers that run fore-and-aft under the floor are of elm, and seem sound. 

The “stone floor” or second floor of the buck is fair, but some timbers may need 
repair, and new boards will be needed when the millstones are put back..  

The “bin floor” above is complete, but has been affected by rain getting through the 
roof. Some joists, partition framing etc will need repair or renewal. The boards will 
need to be renewed. 

Buck Roof. 

Many of the curved ribs forming the framework of the roof have rotted and will need 
repair or renewal. These are probably of elm, and will need renewal in elm. The 
framework of the head and tail walls of the roof will need some repair or renewal. 

Buck Cladding. 

All the weather-boards on the buck are now perished due to lack of paint. They also 
have insufficient overlap. The cladding needs to be renewed using high quality 
redwood boards of good thickness, planed to finish and pressure-treated against 
decay. The windows may need some repair and flashing detail. 

Repairs to the Roundhouse. 

The roundhouse, which contains the trestle, is in fair condition. The roof is 
weatherproof, and the walls are vertical. The brickwork would benefit from some 
repair, and the iron bands that encircle it need to be renewed where they have 
rusted and broken. 
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Restoration work to achieve Working Condition. 

Machinery. 

Although partly dismantled, most of the machinery is present. The cast-iron 
windshaft, tail wheel, 2 upright shafts, 2 great spur wheels etc are in good condition. 
The wooden brake-wheel and brake, made of elm, have, unfortunately, suffered very 
badly from beetle attack. While intact, the wheel and brake would need to be made 
new if the mill were to work again. 

The original millstones have gone, but equivalent replacement millstones were 
obtained from another mill and are stored in the roundhouse. The millstone spindles 
and “stone nuts” (Drive pinion gears) are still on site, as is most of the other milling 
apparatus. At least one representative item of each part is extant, so any missing 
parts can be re-created if the mill is to work again. 

Steps and Fantail. 

The timberwork of the steps and fantail is now rotten beyond repair. However, all the 
parts are present, and an accurate rebuild is possible. The ironwork: Shafts gearing, 
bearings, wheels etc is all in place and usable, perhaps with some repair. The former 
circular wooden track-way over which the wheels run has gone, and will need to be 
reinstated in either wood or concrete. 

The Sails. 

The sails have gone, with the exception of a few of the main timbers stacked on site. 
The iron rods and linkages that controlled the shutters in the sails are still stored on 
site as well as a few of the shutters. Sufficient evidence remains to facilitate the 
construction of a set of accurate replacement sails if the mill is restored. 

Conclusion. 

Although much work is needed to repair and restore the mill, it is in relatively good 
condition for a mill which has received little attention since it stopped working. By 
comparison, Saxtead Green Mill, restored by the Ministry of Works in the late 1950s, 
and now in the care of English Heritage, contains much less original material. The 
body of Saxtead Mill was essentially rebuilt with new wood, only the original ironwork 
surviving. Of course, the sails and fantail were also made new. 

By comparison, Friston should, with careful conservation repairs, retain a high 
proportion of original fabric, and be an outstanding example of an East Suffolk post 
mill. 

Vincent Pargeter 
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