
The Felsham and Gedding windmills 
 
By the 1830s there were well over 400 windmills in Suffolk and they were a very common sight in the 
landscape.  William Cobbett in his “Rural Rides” reported that he could see no less than seventeen 
working windmills from one vantage point in 1830.  Even as late as 1900, from the top of Bradfield St 
George smockmill, an observer could see working mills at Cockfield  Drinkstone, Gedding, Great 
Welnetham, Rattlesden and Woolpit.1 
 
There was mill at Gedding at least forty years before one was built in Felsham.  A map of 1783 shows a 
mill situated in an elevated position on the south side of the Rattlesden River valley on the road towards 
Hightown Green.  The Rattlesden mill, in a similar position but further down the valley, can also be seen. 
 

 

Hodskinson's map 1783 redrawn by Andrew Macnair 

The map symbol clearly shows that the Gedding mill was a post mill.  The post mill was famously 
illustrated in the Luttrell Psalter in the early 14th century.  The defining feature is that the whole body of 

the mill (called the ‘buck’ in Suffolk) that 
houses the machinery is mounted on a 
single vertical post, around which it can be 
turned to bring the sails into the wind.  It is 
quite possible that a postmill existed in 
Gedding as far back as the early 17th 
century.  These early postmills were of the 
“open trestle” type where the supporting 
timbers were open to the weather.  
Roundhouses, like the one shown in the 
drawing above, were introduced later to give 
weather protection to the trestle timbers and 
to provide additional storage space. 

The Felsham windmill, built at the beginning 
of the 19th century, was situated on the west 

side of Upper Green on the road leading to Cockfield.  A notice of sale in the Bury & Norwich Post in 
October 1830 describes the mill as “being a recent erection” but a map shows it in existence in 1824.  It 
may have been built even earlier because title deeds mention land being sold for the building of a 
windmill on this site in 1813.2 
 

                                            
1 Brian Flint, Suffolk Windmills, (The Boydell Press, 2012). This is the most authoritative local book on windmills and contains an 

immense amount of detail on Suffolk windmills of all types.  I have used this book extensively in writing this article.  CB 
2 Thanks to Mary Portway for permission to view these documents. 



Unlike the Gedding mill situation, the Felsham mill on Upper Green was not particularly elevated to catch 
the wind but the advert in 1830 described the position as “exceedingly well-winded from all points…” 
 

 

Tithe map 1838 showing Felsham windmill 

 

OS Map 2nd ed Felsham Upper Green and Cockfield Road 

The 1830 Felsham windmill was described as being a postmill with “patent sails” and a “round house”. It 
had three floors, 2 pairs of excellent “French stones”3, a flour mill, sack tackle and gears, etc.4  The site 
itself was quite small, only about a quarter of an acre in size.  
 
The first miller in Felsham was a Mr Charles Hammond, then after his death in 1830 it was bought by 
Mr William Barnes.  His household in the adjoining windmill cottage is recorded in the 1841 Census: 
 

William BARNES 40 Male Miller 
Jane BARNES 40 Female  
Mary Ann BARNES 20 Female  
Jane BARNES 15 Female  
Emma BARNES 5 Female  
John BARNES 5 Male  
William MORTLOCK 25 Male  
Jane ROBERTS 80 Female Independent 

     
Presumably William Mortlock was the assistant miller or apprentice who lived in with the Barnes family.  
We do know, however, that he was the son of another miller and that in June 1842 he married the 
daughter, Mary Ann Barnes in Felsham Church. 
 
It is unclear whether William Barnes owned the 
mill and land.  The Tithe Apportionment of 
1838 records that it was owned by a John 
Barnes, who may or may not have been a 
relation.  The miller also rented about six acres 
of land from a Mr Bletsoe during the 1840s 
which highlights the fact that many millers had 
other occupations apart from corn-milling.  In 
this case, farming a small-holding which 
included at least four acres of arable situated 
between the Church and the Rectory on the 
south side of the Street. 
 
Many millers rented their mills and the tenant after John Barnes was Henry Edgar from Preston, aged 
26, who employed one man to help him.  But his tenancy was coming to an end and the mill was 
advertised in July 1850 in the Bury & Norwich Post by a Mrs Barnes. 
 

                                            
3 “French stones” are the millstones made using hard French quartz rock. The millstones were built up from sections of stone, 
cemented together and constrained using shrunk-on iron hoops. See http://www.angelfire.com/journal/pondlilymill/paper.html.  
Last accessed October 2013. 
4 For readers interested in the technicalities of windmill construction and working, Brian Flint’s excellent book on Suffolk 
Windmills provides a comprehensive explanation of all the windmill terminology required by the interested layperson.  

http://www.angelfire.com/journal/pondlilymill/paper.html


In 1861, the miller was George Edgar Steggall, aged 20 from Haughley who lived in the windmill 
cottage with his wife, Eliza and his two baby sons.  He was to be the last Felsham miller because in 
1867, the postmill was sold, partially dismantled and carted away to become the second postmill at 
Gedding. 
 

 
A photomontage showing what Felsham windmill may have looked like before its removal in 1867.  
The mill would have rivalled the church tower in height and must have dominated this part of the 
village. The building to the right of the windmill is the Live and Let Live beer-house on Upper 
Green, while the house to the left is Windmill Cottage on the Cockfield Road.   

 
The earliest reference that I have been able to find for Gedding mill is a ‘For Sale’ advertisement in the 
Bury & Norwich Post newspaper, 1809: 
 

Freehold Estate, Post Windmill, Furniture, etc. 

By GEORGE BIDDELL, 

On Thursday the 21st of September, 1809 
 

Part of the neat Household Furniture, Plate, and other effects of Mr. GEORGE BAKER, of Gedding Mill, near Felsham, 

retiring from business; comprising handsome chest of drawers, dining and dressing tables, chairs, pie[?]glass, bedstead and 

furniture, counterpane, some excellent women’s wearing apparel, buffet, cupboards, polished fire-irons, boilers, kettles, pewter 

and case, meat safe, beer casks, mash and wort tubs, good road saddle, side ditto, pillion, pair of good wood screws, timber 

jack, pit saw, chest with carpenter’s and joiner’s  tools, nails, etc; quantity of deal boards, oak and deal scantlings [scantling: a 

timber beam of small cross section], a small stack of hay, growing crop of potatoes, excellent road mare and foal by her side, 

strong quarter cart and harness, etc.  Catalogues to be at the public houses, place of sale, and of the Auctioneer. 

Sale to begin at Ten o’clock 

 

Immediately after the sale of the above will be Sold by Auction, at the Bells Inn, at Felsham, (if not sooner disposed of by 

Private Contract) all that very desirable freehold dwelling-house, stable, granary, cart lodge, and other necessary outbuildings, 

yards, garden and orchard well planted, and a piece of rich arable land, containing together 3 Acres (more or less).  Also that 

old established good accustomed Post Windmill with a pair of excellent French stones, flour mill, sack tackle, gears, etc, as it 

now stands.  The whole in the occupation of the proprietor, who will give possession at Michaelmas next, and part of the 

purchase money may remain upon security of the premises, if required. 

 

 
Mr George Baker was selling up and retiring.  It would be interesting to know how long he had been the 
miller at Gedding and whether his family had been involved in the milling business during the previous 



century.  One aspect of the list of household effects – the carpenter’s tools and the large quantity of 
timber – reminds us that a wooden windmill required considerable maintenance.  The advert also 
reminds us that gardens, orchards, vegetable plots and arable land were important for the miller to 
maintain an element of self-sufficiency in supporting himself and his family. 
 
A miller’s life was a hard life involving long hours when the wind blew, as tomorrow he might be 
becalmed.  The opposite was also a problem – strong winds could cause considerable damage with 
sails being blown away and sometimes the whole postmill being overturned. Furthermore, there was the 
ever present risk of fire in a wooden structure filled with dry material; not just sparks or the careless use 
of a tobacco pipe but the ever present threat from lightning strikes on a structure that was not only 
elevated but frequently situated on a site cleared of trees to provide free access to the wind from all 
directions.  To cap it all, accidents were not infrequent and great care had to be taken by the miller as he 
worked around cogs, pulleys, ladders and fast moving leather belts. 
 
In 1839, the mill was up for sale again5 and this time the proprietor was a Mr Fordham.  The newspaper 
notice mentions a “newly built granary.”  The next proprietor was a Mr Golding and when he eventually 
puts the mill up for sale in 1849 he mentions that the mill and its machinery “have lately undergone 
extensive repair.”  Piggeries and a second granary building are also mentioned along with the fact that 
an additional 12 acres of land is available if required by a prospective buyer.6 
 
In 1852, the tenant of Gedding Mill was Mr Henry Pike who prospered sufficiently for him to purchase 
the mill with its outhouses and surrounding three acres of land six years later in 1858.7 
 

 

Photograph of Gedding mills8 showing the original Felsham mill with its brick roundhouse in the foreground and the 
older open-trestle mill in the background.  Note also the steam-powered traction engine, the miller’s horse and cart 

waiting at the bottom of the steps, and the little porches protecting the entrances to the mills. 

                                            
5 Bury & Norwich Post, 24 April 1839 
6 Bury & Norwich Post, 21 November, 1849 and 2 January, 1850 
7 Bury Free Press , 27 Jan 1984 
8 Undated photograph (but probably late 19th century) see http://www.suffolkmills.org.uk/index.html Last accessed 
October 2013. 

http://www.suffolkmills.org.uk/index.html


It was Henry Pike who was responsible for purchasing the Felsham post mill in 1867 and organising its 
removal a mile down the Rattlesden valley to Gedding and its re-erection not far from the other postmill 
on Mill Hill.  We can only guess at the reason for Felsham mill’s removal but it probably had something 
to do with the fact that the Felsham site near Upper Green was very close to buildings and probably did 
not have access to the amount of wind that the Gedding site enjoyed with its more elevated position. 
 
The moving of the Felsham windmill must have been quite an event as it was dragged along the road by 
a team of eighteen Shire horses. Unfortunately it became bogged down when fording the stream 
between Wentis Farm and Mill Hill. The journey was completed the next day after retiring the horses for 
the night. 
 
In the 18th and 19th century such an event was not uncommon.  Postmills were always considered to be 
portable, although of course, if the mill had a brick roundhouse like the Felsham one, this would need to 
be re-built after the trestle and buck were erected on 
the new site. 
 
The photograph of the two mills with a traction engine 
in the foreground is very instructive because steam 
power followed by oil driven engines were harbingers 
of the eventually demise of windmills.  Towards the 
end of the 19th century many windmill owners 
purchased portable or stationary steam engines, 
which they could use when becalmed.  Kelly’s Suffolk 
Directory for 1900, lists 211 working windmills, of 
which 122 also used steam.9 
 
Henry Pike’s son Charles, who was born a few days 
after the arrival of the Felsham mill in 1867, carried on 
the family business and was responsible for new buildings erected on the site in 1905.  Around this time 
Charles Pike also demolished the original Gedding open-trestle postmill which had survived tempests, 

lightning strikes and all manner of vicissitudes in 
its long life – over a hundred and twenty years. 
   
The photograph (on the left) taken sometime in the 
first half of the 20th century shows the original 
Felsham postmill with the new buildings behind.  
The photo was certainly taken after 1905 because 
we know that the fantail was not fitted until that 
year.10  It is worth mentioning that before the 
invention of fantails, postmills were turned to face 
the wind by means of a tailpole projecting from the 
rear.  This tailpole was pushed round by the miller 
– a very onerous task – or he might hitch his horse 
to it.  As can be seen in the photograph the fantail 
was mounted on a frame above the steps with a 
wheel carriage attached to the bottom of the steps. 
 
Like most Suffolk windmills this handsome looking 
mill was painted white.  Fantails were traditionally 
painted blue in Suffolk but we obviously cannot tell 
whether this is the case here. 
 
As the 20th century progressed the mill gradually 
fell into disuse and was finally demolished in 1944. 
 

                                            
9 The advert for CROMWELL IRON WORKS, Bury & Norwich Post, 21 July 1885 
10 Brian Flint, Suffolk Windmills, (The Boydell Press, 2012) p19.  The fantail came from Coddenham mill. 


