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Intro: 

During the 19
th

 century, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania was expanding steadily 

toward the modern age.  One of the major reasons for the State’s growth was because of the 

growing economy that helped to facilitate growth for the state as a whole. Within the context of 

economic growth, the technology of saw and grist mills played an important role for social and 

economic development. The definition of a saw and grist mill is a mill that is powered by a water 

supply; this water supply powers large grinding stones to crush grain in order to produce flour, 

meal, or animal feed.
1
 Wheat production made Pennsylvania the richest colony in the North, 

wheat was a large and important cash crop during its time.
2
 In the 1800’s, Pennsylvania was one 

of the most important wheat producing states in the union until Ohio competed for the heavy 

weight title of largest producer.
3
 During the 19

th
 century there were a large amount of different 

types of grist mills: Flour mills, corn mills, and chopping mills. The flour that was often 

produced used to feed people and their livestock.
4
 In addition to the grist mill many times there 

would be a saw attached somewhere on the structure; this was because lumber was also in huge 

demand for construction.  
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Architecture of Grist Mills: 

The architecture of 19
th

 century gristmills were constructed in a simple yet effective 

manner. One main characteristic of many gristmills were that they had overshot wheels which 

were used to power the inner grinding wheels.
5
 Another characteristic that is important to note is 

that gristmills, especially in the south eastern part of Pennsylvania often had their water wheels 

enclosed within the mill itself. The reason for this is that mills in Pennsylvania operated all year 

round because of the large demand for manufacturing goods.
6
 The southeastern style mills of the 

19
th

 century greatly contrasted the mills of the north; this is because mills in the North only 

operated seasonally, and often closed during the winter months.
7
 The structures of grist mills 

were usually quite pleasing to the eye of the observer. The reason for this is that grist mills 

usually were constructed in line with the landscape that surrounded them. The linear construction 

of mills allowed them to blend in with the surrounding landscape. Early grist mills were usually 

build of logs, were one and one half stories high, and only 24 by 30 feet.
8
 In the later part of the 

18
th

 century and into the 19th however, the mills were built with a stone frame, were larger in 

size (two to three floors), and usually contained some type of stone base, often brick.
9
  

During a local excavation of an outbuilding in Franklin Township, a stone base was 

discovered along a raceway. The site of the outbuilding formerly belonged to the Stauffer family 

who had also established several other mills and residences in the area. This site soon proved to 

be resting place of a former grist mill. During excavations, an important characteristic of the mill 

was a stone base which formed the entire base for the outbuilding placed on top. From the 
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evidence stated up above, the stone base suggests the notion that the mill could have been 

developed in the mid to late part of the 19
th

 century.  

Another important feature of grist mills in the 1800’s emphasized the ability of the grist 

mill’s appearance. During the 18
th

 century a mill’s architecture could be easily identified because 

of the placement of its doors. The doors and windows on a grist mill during this time usually 

were unsymmetrical.
10

 According to Arthur C. Lord, doors and windows would be placed simply 

where needed, with no regard for symmetry.
11

 This architectural evidence seems to suggest that 

the builders often did not care how materials got in and out of the mill, but rather so long as they 

did so efficiently. The architecture of the grist mill changed however in the 19
th

 century. In 

contrast with the mills of the 18
th

 century, the 19
th

 century mills were built in a more symmetrical 

design. 19
th

 century grist mills during this time had symmetry between the windows and doors.
12

 

One example of this is that more modern grist mill doorways often resided in the gable end, and 

were built one above the other.
13

 The typical grist mill in the 19
th

 century would often have two 

to three stories, and, as mentioned earlier, would have long raceways which channeled water into 

overshot wheel.
14

 Additionally, sometimes the raceways that were built for the mills would 

sometimes be channeled back into the body of water that supplied them. One possible reason for 

the rechanneling of raceways could have been to reduce flooding.  

 

Inner Structures of Grist Mill and Functions: 
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As previously stated above, the primary driving forces of grist mills were moving water 

sources. grist mills would typically be located directly next to a stream or creek for power. In 

many instances, small pathways or raceways would be made in order to direct flowing water 

toward the waterwheel. The definition of a raceway is a small trough that would be used in order 

to funnel water towards a large water wheel. When channeled water would hit a waterwheel, this 

would cause a series of gears (typically made of wood) within the mill to turn; these gears would 

subsequently turn large stone wheels in order to grind different types of raw materials into a 

finished product.
15

 The 19
th

 century grist mills would typically be composed of two or three 

different levels.  

The top floor of 19
th

 century grist mills contained several devices that were crucial to the 

overall milling process. The highest level of the mill housed several machines that were 

responsible for sifting and cleaning different types of seeds and grains before they were 

processed.
16

  One important device located on the top of the mill was a crane which would bring 

up large amount of raw materials to be processed.
17

 After the seeds would be cleaned by 

machines, they would be fed down through a hopper in order to be ground. Another important 

feature of the grist mill was that the floor would often be used as a space for a manager’s office 

or residence.
18

 The benefit of having an office space or residence built into the mill was that a 

miller would not have to establish another building for living or business; everything the miller 

needed was centralized. The second level a typical grist mill housed two large grinding stones 
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between which, grain was ground into a fine substance.
19

 The second level of the grist mill was 

where most of the production processes (grinding) would take place before being fed through a 

series of troughs towards the bottom of the mill. Finally, the bottom level of a typical 19
th

 

century mill also housed a series of trough style sifters which transported finished products into 

sacks.
20

 After the finished products were loaded in the mills, they would be put into wagons and 

carried away for transportation. The three different levels of the 19
th

 century grist mill allowed 

for successful and efficient production of many products. The 19
th

 century mills built in 

Pennsylvania were crucial and incredibly important to the development of the state into the 

modern day.   

Processes and Uses of Water-Powered Mills in York County, Pennsylvania and its Region: 

 As we continue to further explore water-powered mills of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, perhaps it would be most fitting to take a closer look at how mills were most likely 

used in York County, Pennsylvania and its surrounding area. When gathering information 

pertaining to the various types of water-powered mills prevalent throughout York Country and 

surrounding regions, we can better understand the type of mill that possibly existed at the 

Stauffer Farm in its earlier history, which in turn assists us in better understanding the Stauffer 

Farm property and the surrounding area as a whole. 

 First off, it can be duly noted that there were a variety of manufacturing-related uses for 

water-powered mills in York County, Pennsylvania and its surrounding area in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. One source that has been of great use in providing such details is titled 
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Water-Powered Grist Mills: Lancaster County, Pennsylvania by Arthur C. Lord. It should be 

noted that Lord’s text chiefly discusses Lancaster County, a county due east of York County, but 

it should also be understood that these two counties are quite similar in aspects such as these. 

Within the text, Lord explains that “There have been many kinds of water-powered mills in the 

County: saw, oil, trip-hammer, sickle, shovel, edged tool, plaster, cotton, woolen, carding, 

fulling, paper, etc.”
21

 Although there are a plethora of uses for mills present throughout this 

region, it should also be noted that, as is explained in a source found at the York County Heritage 

Trust Library and Archives in an index discussing the mill once located at the Stauffer Farm 

property, the mill that likely once stood on this property was used as a saw and grist mill.
22

 In all, 

it is of utmost importance to be aware of the various uses of water-powered mills in York County 

and its immediate surrounding area in order to grasp a better understanding of this rich history as 

it applies to the Stauffer Farm property and the mill that perhaps once stood on this very piece of 

land. With that, we shall work to further understand the uses and processes of saw and grist mills 

as it applies to the Stauffer Farm and its history. 

 As can also be found on the document provided by the York County Heritage Trust 

Library and Archives, it should be known that the water-powered mill that likely once stood on 

the Stauffer Farm was used to produce feed for cattle.
23

 In the text provided by Lord, it can be 

noted that mills of this sort were often used to ground the grain required to produce meal, flour, 

and animal feed, thus verifying the information provided in the source mentioned previously.
24
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With that, Lord states that “There were several types of grist mills: flour mills, flouring mills, 

corn mills, and chopping mills”.
25

 Lord continues to explain that “Many grist [mills] were 

associated with other activities, other than the milling of grain, in order to take advantage of the 

power available and to increase economic productivity of the mill. Usually associated with a 

grist mill was a saw mill, as sawn lumber was also in great demand by the local population”.
26

 

As can be discerned from the text above, assuming that this mill did in fact exist at one point on 

the Stauffer Farm property as a saw and grist mill, then it is probable that this mill was used for 

processes such as producing flour and feed for persons and animals and maybe even for more 

industrial purposes such as in the sawing and production of lumber. In all, although there are a 

variety of different purposes and uses for water-powered mills in York County and its 

surrounding region, there is a distinct possibility that the mill that perhaps once stood on the 

Stauffer Farm property was once used as a saw and grist mill. 

 In closing, York County, Pennsylvania and its surrounding region was once an 

economically affluent area throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries due in part to 

innovations such as water-powered mills. Although there were a variety of processes and uses 

associated with these many mills in the region, it can be understood from several of the available 

sources that the mill that perhaps once stood on the Stauffer Farm property was used as a saw 

and grist mill, a common sort of mill in the region. With this valuable information, one can better 

understand the mill that perhaps once stood on the Stauffer Farm property as well as better 

understand the property as a whole in its proper historical context. 
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Stauffer Farm Mill History: 

 When we excavated the outbuilding at the Stouffer farm, we had very little to go on as far as 

what we expected to discover about the site. Records from the 1800s showed that a Mill had at one 

time stood on the property, but as far as the location of the mill, we had very little information. The 

outbuilding structure showed a difference between the western and eastern sides which we attributed 

to the time of construction. Even though the western building appeared to be quite a bit older than the 

eastern side, both rooms shared the same stone foundation. This implies that before the two halves of 

the building were created as we see them now; another structure had stood on the site. In digging 

outside the structure, we came across a few metal gears. These gears show that at one time, some piece 

of machinery once stood in the area. We can also see that the stream was diverted into a raceway which 

passes besides the building. These three things combine to tell us that at one time, a mill most likely 

stood at the spot of the outbuilding. leaving behind its stone foundation, a few rusty gears, and the 

raceway that diverted water from Bermudian creak.  

In an Atlas of York county from 1876, the map of Franklin Township names the site as the home of “J & E 

Stouffer” and the location of the “G & S Mill.”
27

 Other records indicate that at the time the farm was 

owned jointly by John and Ephraim Stouffer, which would concur with the map. We take G & S to mean 

grist and saw mill. 

In the records gathered by Grant Voden in at the York County Heritage trust, the dates of construction 

for the mill are 1857-1858, this also coincides with the names. Joseph Stouffer owned the farm from 

1830 to 1869. He therefore, would have been the one to oversee the construction and operation of the 

mill until it was sold the John and Ephraim jointly.
28

 The G and S most likely stand for Grist and Saw. If 
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this map is correct, the mill would have been used to grind flour and to saw wooden planks. The Mill 

database also mentions that it may have been used for cattle feed as well.  

 

 The mill was most likely a small operation; it probably consisted of only one story. The simple 

stone foundation does not seem like it could have supported multiple floors. The millstone that is still on 

the property is also small, only about 2 feet across. There are so many mills in the area, including a few 

three story behemoths that it is unlikely that the mill brought in much revenue for the family; it wasn’t 

even mentioned in deeds from the time period. The mill was probably just used by the Stouffer family 

(of which there were many branches in the area) and a few neighbors like the Deardorff family. This 

family is often noted as having business and social interaction with the Stouffers, in fact one of the 

Stouffer daughters married a Deardorff and a few members of that family are buried in the same grave 

yard as the Stouffers. The Stouffer farm consisted of a few fields of various grains, a peach orchard, and 

a small collection of animals.
29

 A few decades after the mill was created, it was converted into a 

blacksmith’s shop and general work area. The mill was probably not profitable enough to keep running 

due to the other larger mills in the area and a blacksmith’s shop would have brought in more revenue. 

Thus we see the site as it is today.  

 Though the outbuilding at the site of the Stouffer farm began as a Mill, its history extends to the 

present day, leaving behind a trail of facts and records. By following this trail back, we can learn about 

the Mill itself and the family that owned it. The Mill on the site, served to Stouffer families and the local 

community. The Stouffer family had a large influence all over York County, especially in the Franklin 
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township area. The mill is just one example of this. Though there is still quite a lot to uncover, by 

examining what we know about the site, and Mills in general, we can discern quite a lot and uncover the 

trail of information left by this historical site. 

Local History Interview: 

My part of our local history paper for archaeology was to interview Kenneth D Mark, Director of 

the Oaks Museum, about the history of mills in or around the York County area. I started off by asking 

general questions such as: Has he seen the prevalence of mills in the local area, including areas such as 

York County, central Pennsylvania, and the state of Pennsylvania as a whole? What was the purpose of a 

mill? What are the different types of mills that were being built; especially around York County? What is 

or is there a type of criterion on picking out a location for a mill? How do mills interact with the 

community that they are a part of? From there, I started probing for answers about the Stauffer Mill. 

Earlier in the semester the whole class was involved in an archaeological dig of the site where the 

Stauffer Mill was located. We were given the task to interpret and excavate for the remains of the mill, 

that used to exist somewhere on the archaeological site, and figure out where exactly the mill stood. 

These questions focused on the Stauffer mill, such as its role in the community, the type of mill it was, 

why it is located where it is. I concluded my interview session with Ken Mark by asking if he knew any 

information pertaining to what would have caused the Stauffer’s mill to become obsolete. 

His answer to my question, has he seen the prevalence of mills in the local area, including areas 

such as York County, central Pennsylvania, and the state of Pennsylvania as a whole, was “I do not 

believe that mills played a big part in the history of the big cities; such as Pittsburg, Philadelphia, and 

Harrisburg. However, I believe that mills were, and still are, very important to understanding the history 

of the towns such as Dillsburg and Lancaster”
30

. Mark’s reasoning behind this is that wherever a Grist or 
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Saw mill was built, a tavern would be built next to or somewhere close to it. “Taverns were usually built 

around mills because people would come to get their food ground up and would need a place to stay 

before they continued on through the state. Also, if there was a mill, other buildings such as general 

stores, post offices, and blacksmith shops were constructed around it”
31

. One example Ken Mark gave 

me during our interview was the history of the Dillsburg Mill and Dillsburg Tavern. He explained to me 

that when the mill was built, the Dillsburg Tavern (which still stands today) was built after it and was a 

place for people to stay the night, as they were travelling through the state. Also, it was the center or 

hub of information, where people would catch up and share what was happening in the town and the 

surrounding area. 

I proceeded with my next question, what are the different types of mills, and what types of mills 

were built around York County? He explained “There are many types of mills that were constructed 

around the time when the Stauffer Mill was build, that each has its own manufacturing purpose”
32

. A 

tannery mill, which may have had a vertical saw or circular saw, used water to grid oak bark. Oil mills 

had a pair of burrs that ground, rolled, cooked and pressed flaxseed to make linseed oil. There were 

also, grist mills that ground corn, rye, wheat, and other grains to make cattle feed. Other examples are 

saw mills, woolen mills, mills for nail factories, iron rolling mills, distilleries and iron furnaces, and paper 

mills. However, he stated “The mills I have seen predominately built throughout York County was the 

grist, saw, flaxseed, and tannery mills”
33

. This was because York County was big into agricultural farming 

and he stated “there used to be eight, saw and grist mills, on the Bermudian Creek around the time 

when the Stauffer mill was up and running”
34

.  
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Then I asked Ken Mark, if there was any type of criterion on picking out a location for a mill. He 

answered, “There is no type of criterion that I would say makes the land the best spot for a mill to be 

built except for the obvious need of the river, as most of the mills in York County were powered by 

water”
35

. 

The last general question I asked was how do mills interact with the community that they are a 

part of? Mark answered this question with, “The way mills interact with their community is that mills 

were usually the hub for public activity. Also, people would use these mills as a place to gather or hold 

meetings and talk about the important issues or concerns that were taking place in their community. 

Mills were used as landmarks for a base on where to start to construct a road (if the town thought one 

would be need). As for the locals, farms would bring their corn, rye, wheat, and other grains to the mill 

to be processed into food for their families and cattle”
36

. 

Now how this ties into the Stauffer Mill/Farm: 

My first question Ken Mark answered was what type of mill was the Stauffer Farm? He stated, “The 

type of mill that Stauffer built on his farm was a grist or saw mill”
37

. It was a place where all the 

Stauffer’s neighbors could come get their corn, rye, wheat, and other grains processed. Once it was 

processed, it would be used to feed the farmers cattle or become food for their families. 

Then he answered, in his opinion, what role did the Stauffer mill play in its community? “I know the 

Stauffer Mill was first built sometime between the years 1857-1858. The Stauffer’s neighbors would 

come to get their corn, rye, wheat, and other grains to the mill to be processed. However, when the Dick 

Clear Spring Mill was added on to the original it converted the two story mill into a three story mill, 
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sometime around the 1880’s, Jacob Stauffer could no longer afford to maintain the mill”
38

. Ken believes 

this is why Jacob Stauffer converted the mill into, his very own blacksmiths shop. “I believe he used the 

blacksmith shop as his own personal workshop, where he could maintain or repair broken farm 

equipment”
39

. 

Next he responded to why does he believe the Stauffer Mill was built and was located where it was; 

during the years it was operational? He explains, “My first reason why Stauffer built the mill where it 

was is because the Bermudian Creek ran close to his property. So he created a spillway from the river 

that lead to the overshot waterwheel, which powered its limestone grinder. Also, there was another mill 

two miles up the road from Stauffer. For a while he was keeping business up with the Adam Ernst mill, 

less than two miles up the road from his, for people to get their corn, rye, wheat, and other grains 

processed. These processed grains would allow farmers to have food for their families and cattle”
40

. 

Finally, he concluded my interview by answering what would be the cause of a Stauffer mill to 

become obsolete? Ken explained “I believe the reason why the Stauffer Mill may have become obsolete 

was because sometime in 1809, a man by the name of Adam Ernst built a two story mill (known today as 

the Dick Clear Spring Mill) two miles up the road from the Stauffer mill/farm. Then, sometime during 

the1880’s Adam Ernst added on to this two story mill, now making it a three story mill. The reason why 

this is important is because the three story mill had three mill stones, which was made of limestone, 

which was used to grid up flour, corn meal, and animal food. Then in 1909 George Dick took over the 

property and shortly after built a general store across the street from his mill”. Ken told me, “that this 

was a sign that business was booming.” So Ken believes, “Jacob Stauffer decided that he could no longer 

maintain the mill because the Dick Clear Springs Mill was having more business”. That’s why Jacob 

Stauffer converted it into a blacksmiths shop. 
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Conclusion: 

Mills in Pennsylvania, though not often mentioned when history is discussed, were never the less 

a very important aspect of everyday life. Mills were an easy way to grind grain into flour and to saw 

wood. Having a mill nearby was an important aspect of local civilization. There were many different 

types of mills at the time, whether they were three story structures that supplied the milling needs for 

huge towns or small buildings that supported the few families within a 2 mile radius. The Stouffer Mill 

fell into this latter category. It was a small part of the Stouffer farm complex which consisted of fields 

orchards and livestock alongside the mill. The large number of mills along the north branch of Bermudian 

creek rendered the Stouffer Mill obsolete. It eventually was replaced by another structure. This was a 

common event in the early 1800s and early 1900s as larger mills began to replace the smaller family 

structures. Mills were important to local communities and added to their history whether they were large 

productions or small businesses like the Stouffer mill. 
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