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DRESSING THE MILLSTONES 

Both runner and bedstones are DRESSED, or cut with a series of lines, up to three-quarters 
of an inch deep, known as FURROWS. These are separated by flat strips, or LANDS, which are 
further dressed with fine parallel lines called STITCHING and CRACKING. 

When the stones are working, the dressing is so arranged that the furrows cross each other as 
they revolve and cut the grain with a scissors-like action. It is then ground on the cracked lands and 
conveyed by the furrows to the periphery, where it falls off as meal. The furrows draw the grain and 
meal across the surface of the stones and also ventilate the stones during work. 

With wear, the stones would cease to mill efficiently, so require frequent dressing. This process 
is dealt with by a STONE DRESSER. On occasion he may have been the miller, but was more often 
an itinerant, though experienced, worker. 

The period between dressing varies enonnously. It depended on the amount of work done, the 
kind of grain being processed, the type of stone and its condition - and the standard of the dresser's 
art. 

A French burr stone might require dressing after two weeks, though lt could last for two months 
or more. However, Peak stones would require more regular dressing, possibly even less than every 
two weeks. 

SEPARATING THE STONES. 

Before DRESSING can commence, the runner stone must be 11fted off the stone spindle. This 
is done with the aid of a BLOCK AND TACKLE, though some mills have a MILLSTONE CRANE to 
ease the work. 

Initially, the runner stone must be raised by a crowbar inserted carefully between the two 
stones. To do this, the runner is lifted using the MANYHEIGHT as a fulcrum. When the gap is large 
enough, a SCOTCH WEDGE is inserted between them. Care must al\-vays be exercised, to prevent 
damage to the edges of the stones. 

A stout rope is then inserted into the eye of the stone. By the use of a block and tackle, the 
runner is pulled up to a vertical position and stood on edge. 

A superior method) s to .use~a .Cl.AM,:or LEWIS. BOLT, _which) s !riser:ted 'irito a ouift .. in«~av,ity 
in the side of the runne-r stone. This allows· the crane or tackle to be hooked into the ·ring-eye of the 
clam, to lift it without the use of crowbars. 

The bedstone is attended to initially, in situ, after which the runner is laid down on its back and 
dressed. 



Left: 
A MILLSTONE CRANE 
which incorporates a 
BLOCK and TACKLE 
to raise the RUNNER 
STONE prior to the start 
of DRESSING. 
Crabble Mill, Dover, 

Kent. 

Right: A simple BLOCK 
and TACKLE for raising 
the RUNNER STONE 
prior to DRESSING it. 
Union MHI, Cranbrook, 

Kent. 

THE PREPARATION 
FOR DRESSING 

THE STONES 

Centre right: A COMPOSITION RUNNER STONE raised by a 
BLOCK & TACKLE and stood on edge on a wooden BOLSTER 
whilst the BED STONE is DRESSED. 

Cross in Hand Mill, East Sussex. 

Below. left: Equipment required for raising the Runner Stone. 
1. CLAMS or LEWIS BOLTS, which are inserted in a cavity in 

the side of the runner stone. The hook of the crane or block and tackle 
is then inserted into the ring to raise the stone. 

2. A MANY HEIGHT which is used in conjunction with a 
CROWBAR to lever the stones apart. 

3. Small WEDGES used to hold stones apart at the initial opening. 
4. A SCOTCH WEDGE which is used when the stones have been 

wedged further apart, to allow the block and tackle to be inserted 
through the eye of the runner stone, to lift it off the bedstone. 

5. A WOOD BLOCK or BOLSTER on which to rest the runner 
stone while the bedstone is being dressed. 

UNION MILL. CRANSROOK, KENT. 

Right: A pair of COMPOSITION STONES in the initial process of being 
separated for dressing, with small WEDGES inserted to hold them apart. 
At four foot six inches in diameter, and ten inches deep, they weigh nearly 
a ton each. Sutton Mill, Norfolk. 
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THE DRESSING TOOLS 

FURROWING STRIPS of red dealwood, three-eights of an inch thick and the width of the furrow 
or the land, are required, one for each respectively. They are used to mark out accurately the 
surface of the stone before dressing. 

CRACKING and FURROWING is carried out using a STONE BILL - a hard steel, double-ended, 
wedge-like cutting tool with a chisel point. It .is set in an ash handle called a THRIFT. Old stone bills 
are ground down, and fashioned into pointed tools called PICKS. These are used in STITCHING, 
when producing a fine dress is necessary, for poultry feed, for example. 

A DEPTH GAUGE is used for checking the depth of the furrows and a BRUSH is necessary to 
remove the accumulation of stone dust. 

Sharp points on the surface must be rubbed down first, using a RUBBING BURR, a piece of 
discarded burr stone. While working on a stone, the STONE DRESSER will rest his arm on the 
BIST- a cushion or pillow of bran. 

An essential tool is the PAINT STAFF, used to mark high points on the stone surface. It 
consists of a piece of mahogany, oak or red-deal, about four and a half feet long and four inches 
square. 

To check the paint staff for accuracy, a cast-iron or steel PROVING STAFF, of approximately 
the same dimensions, is used. This is usually housed in a wooden case to protect its surfaces. 

Also required is a quantity of TIVER, a mixture of water and red-oxide, with which to mark or 
PROVE the stone. 

Another essential is an EYE STAFF, a smaller version of the proof staff, for proving the 
SWALLOW around the eye of the stone. 

PROVING THE STONES 

The surface of the stones must be prepared with great care1 and it is necessary to produce a 
perfectly level surface. This process is known as PROVING or STAFFING the stone. However, 
before the stone is proved, it must first be rubbed over lightly with the rubbing burr to remove high 
points. There must be no possibility of scratching the wooden paint staff, either. 

The paint staff itself, must be regularly tested for accuracy. Each time it is used, it is first proved 
against the proof staff to ensure it is perfectly true. 

Tiver is smeared over the staff and it is then drawn over the surface of the stone to detect any 
high spots. These show up where the tiver has stuck to them. Further rubbing follows every 
dressing. The paint staff is passed over the stone once more, followed by more dressing until the 
stone is perfectly level. 



STONE DRESSING - 1 

STONE DRESSING TOOLS 
Left: Two views of: 
a mahogany PAINT STAFF (7), 
the edge stained with TIVER, and 
a cast iron or steel PROOF STAFF (8) 
for testing the former. 
Right: 
(1) A MILL PICK to STITCH stones for 
animal feed. 
(2) MILL BITS to CRACK stones for 
flour production. 
(3) A BIT fitted in a THRIFT or 
wooden handle 
(4) A BRUSH for clearing dust from the 
work face. 
(5) A DEPTH GAUGE for measuring the 
depth of the furrows when stone dressing. 
(6) A FURROWING STICK for marking out the line of the furrows prior to dressing. 

Below left: Tools required for SETTING UP STONES after dressing. 
JACK STAFF (7), GRIP (8), DEPTH GAUGE (9) 

Below right: Having passed the PAINT STAFF over the STONE, 
the TIVER telltale marks show f.ft) the high spots on the face of the 
stone, indicating parts to be given an extra dressing, to leave a level 
surface. Crabble Mill, Dover, Kent. 

All above at Union Mill, Cranbrook, Kent. 

Below. right: GABLE (10), the with a plumb line for levelling stones. 
All at: Union Mill, Cranbrook, Kent. 

Below right: A partially DRESSED STONE. Some of the LANDS of 
a HARP have been completed and the CRACKS are visible as scratched 
lines (9). The TIVER (10) shows the parts yet to be dressed before the 
CRA~KING corprneoces. _ _ Cra/Jble _Mill, Dover, Kent. 



Above. left: A STONE DRESSER at work on a PEAK 
BEDSTONE. Malcolm Hobbs at Sarra Mill, Kent. 

Below left: LEFT & RIGHT-HAND DRESSING 
The RUNNER STONE standing atthe rear Is RIGHT
HAND DRESSED, while the stone lying at the front has 
the Jess common LEFT HAND or ANTICLOCKWISE 
DRESSING which is normally only used in mms whose 
sails turn clockwise. Jill Mill, Clayton, West Sussex. 

Above right A freshly dressed PEAK STONE with the FURROWS shown 
clear1y, while STITCHING can be seen in the shadow. The stone has been 
divided into TEN HARPS and the FURROWS, with their sharp ARRIS or 
shoulder, slope up to the flat LANDS on the other side. The CRACKING on 
the lands are visible in the parts lying in shadow. The small hole in the side 
of the lower stone ( 11) is for inserting a LEVER to lift the stone out of the 
PLINTH. Dobson's Mill,. Burgh Le Marsh, Lincolnshire. 

Below: A newly dressed COMPOSITION STONE with a BRIDGE IRON 
fitted. Great Claybrook MHI, Lincolnshire. 

STONE DRESSING - 2 

Left: The BRIDGING BOX containing the FOOTSTEP 
BEARING which supports the STONE SPINDLE (1 ). The 
latter is aligned vertically by means of the SET SCREWS (0) 
in the bridging box, to ensure it is truly vertical. 

Union Mill, Cr8nbrook, Kent. 
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STONE DRESSING. 

Millstones are divided into three areas: that nearest the centre being the EYE. The middle 
section is the BREAST, and the portion by the rim is the SKIRT. 

The stones are marked out in eight or ten equal, triangular-shaped sections, called HARPS. 
These are subdivided into LANDS and FURROWS. Furrows are straight channels cut to a depth 
of between one-half and three-quarters of an inch. They are finished with a sharp shoulder, or 
ARRIS, on one side, with an even slope on the other. 

Before the start of dressing, the stone is marked out. Using the FURROWING STRIPS, the 
furrows and lands are measured. A series of fine, parallel groves, called CRACKING, is cut into the 
surface of each land. There are up to sixteen CRACKS per inch, which are of uniform depth at the 
skirt. However, the cracking becomes lighter as it reaches the eye of the stone 1 the final portion 
being left almost untouched. 

A bedstone is dressed level, but a runner is slightly hollowed towards the eye, so that the grain 
is forced out towards the periphery. This enables it to be ground and not suddenly flattened, so 
clogging the stone. This hollow, known as the SWALLOW, is no deeper than the thickness of writing 
paper and is proved by the EYE STAFF. 

The work is exacting. The BITS weigh more than three pounds and the work has to be 
accurately carried out. Chipping, at a rate of about 120 strokes a minute, is done to an extremely 
even depth over the whole surface. 

Bits stay sharp for no more than fifteen minutes and a supply of up to 100 is required to keep 
the work constant. Cracking is normally carried out first, while the bit is still keen. Then the furrows 
are attacked later, working from the periphery to the eye of the stone. 

RIGHT-HAND dressing is normal, but sometimes stones are dressed LEFT-HANDED, which 
is required when the sails of the mill tum clockwise. 

SICKLE-CUT, or circular dressing of furrows, is often employed on COMPOSITION stones. 
They can run faster than natural stones and require no stitching, as the surface is naturally rough, 
and stays so. This is a great saving in the dressing operation. 

SE11ING UP THE STONES 

Once dressing has been completed, the millstones must be SET UP in their working position 
again. The bedstone is supported on a timber frame set in the floor itself. It is carefully wedged up 
off the frame, until it lies in a perfectly horizontal plane, using a plumb, or GABLE, to check it. 

The STONE SPINDLE is set up so that it is perfectly vertical, ensuring that the runner stone 
runs true. Careful adjustment is required. 

To test it a wooden TRAMMEL, or JACK STAFF, is used. This is a bar with a square eye, 
which is fitted over the spindle. It has a QUILL wedged into an adjustable clamp near the other end, 
with the quill set just touching the bedstone surface. The stone spindle is gently rotated from below 
and, while it turns, the quill is watched for any variation in relation to the bedstone. 

A singlehanded miller or stone dresser could use a wooden GRIP, to turn the spindle. This is 
similar in shape to the jack-staff but, in place of the quilt is a handle. The grip is placed over the 
spindle to tum it. 

If the spindle is not true, it can be corrected by adjusting the four PINCH SCREWS, by which 
it is held in the BRIDGING BOX, below. 

The runner stone is balanced after fitting to the stone spindle. This is achieved by adding lead 
pellets to the BALANCE WEIGHT BOXES on top of the stone. Sometimes CLARK & DURHAM'S 
PATENT BALANCES are fitted - as described earlier. 
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~1.ILL WRIGHTS. 

The MILLWRIGHT of old was the ancestor of the modern mechanical engineer. It was very 
hard work and poorly paid, though extremely risky to life and limb. He was not solely a repairer of 
mills, but designed them, arranged for the necessary materials and built them. 

He then, often, advised the miller on the best way to use the mill. There were no pattern books 
available, nor any educational courses at which he could improve his trade. He was architect, 
engineer and carpenter together and, like the miller, learnt his trade as an apprentice to a father, 
uncle or friend. Occasionally, he was indentured, particularly if the boy was new to the trade, but had 
shown an interest in the subject. 

The trade of MiHwrighting virtually died out in this country post the Second World War. However, 
it has revived since the 1960's period, with the growth in interest in restoring wind and watermills. 
Modern millwrights also build mills, but their main work is in restoration and repair work. 

A parallel occupation, in the past, was MILL BREAKING. There were firms whose main 
occupation was the destruction of old mills that were no longer required. They were the forebears 
of the modem car breakers. Like their modem counterpart, they separated out any useful material 
for further use in repairing other mills. 



Above right: A CAP LADDER for working on the CAP. 
Union Mill, Cianbrook, Kent. 

Below right: A wind driven GRINDSTONE for 
sharpening MILL BITS. 

Argos Mill, Mayfield, East Sussex. 

Above left: MILLWRIGHTS at work repairing SWEEPS (or sails). 
Union Mill, Cranbrook, Kent. 

Below. left: An OIL LAMP as was used in mills of o.ld. 

Right:A DOG CLUTCH COUPLING 
to ~How a shaft to be disengaged or 
engaged. The coupling is shown 
disengaged by a piece of wood. 

Lacey Green Mill, 
Buckinghamshire. 

Below right: 
A TURNBUCKLE for tensioning 
timber or other mountings. 

Argos Mill, Mayfield, 
East Sussex. 

Sarre Mill, Kent. 

MISCELLANEOUS 
ITEMS 



Above left: A GAS ENGINE. Sarre Mil/, Kent. 

Below. left: An OIL EN<'.31NE. Sutton Mill, Norfolk. 

AUXILIARY DRIVES 

Above. right: A TAKE-OFF PULLEY. Thelnetham Mill, Suffolk. 

Left: The drive from an ENGINE outside the mill, is 
brought through the walls to the BEVEL GEAR (1 ). 
To engage it with the CROWN WHEEL (2), the HAND 
WHEEL (3) is turned, which will raise the bevel gear. 

Stock Mill, Essex. 



Above rtaht Mixture of drives to ancillary machinery in mainly 
wooden gearing. Barnack Mill, Cambridgeshire 

Left Drive to GOVERNORS taken off BRAKEWHEEL in all 
wooden machinery. 

Oanzey Green Mill, Stoke Prior, West Midlands. 

Below. left and right Various drives taken off the BRAKE WHEEL to power andllary machinery. An iron SPUR WHEEL (3) and wooden-cogged 
SPUR WHEEL (4) with INTERMEDlATE DRlVE WHEEL ( . . machines such as SMUTIERS. 

Right Auxiliary drive to dresser taken off the brake wheel (4). 
Keston Mill, Bromley, London. 

MISCELLANEOUS DRIVES. 
Below: A method of engaging auxiliary gear wheels to drive 
secondary machinery. Pulling down on LEVER (6) raises 
the BEAM (7) and the SHAFT, which would originally have 
fitted in BUSH (8). This carried a BEVEL GEAR to engage 
with the CROWN WHEEL above. Thebeam was held in 
place with a WEDGE at (9) as required. 

Union Mill, Cranbrook, Kent. 

Argus Mill, Mayfield, East Sussex. 


