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The Colvin Run Mill i s  a four-story brick and frame structure constructed beheen 1810 and 1820 and 

repaired and restored between 1969 and 1975. It  i s  a simple t'ectangular structure, 50'3" long, 41'8" 
wide, and 47'6" high. The walls ore brick, set in American common bond, with every fourth course in 
headers, and topped by a gable roof. Approximately 75,000 of the more than 200,000 bricks in the 

structure are replacements, a l l  made by old methods to the exact size of the original bricks. The win- 
dows ore double-hung sash, 12/12, except for those in the gable ends which are 12/8. The gable ends 
are covered with wood siding, 1'6", and 5" to the weather. The roof i s  covered with cedar shakes. 

The mi l l  was ocquired by the Fairfax County Park Authority in  1965. Then a disused grist mill, it was 
on a 30-acre site which also contained a miller's house, an old shed, and the remains of a milldam- 
millrace system. After much research and consideration, i t  was decided to restore the mil l  as a repre- 
sentative sample o f  the pioneering work of Oliver Evans, the inventor and technologist who helped 
bring the idea of the production line to America. 

The mill's design follows the principles established by Evans, whose book The Young Mill-wright and 
Miller's Guide (1794) first demonstrated that grains could be transformed into meal by a single, con- 
tinuous, automated process. According to Evans' revolutionary design, the mochinery for receiving 
the power i s  generated by an overshot waterwheel located on the first floor. I t  transmits power to the 
millstones and a l l  other moving machinery in  the mill. The millstones are located on the second floor, 
along with facilities for receiving the grain and shipping the finished flour and meal. The "boulting 
chest," where flour and meal are sifted and separated by grades, i s  located on the third floor. On 
the fourth floor the freshly ground meal or flour i s  cooled prior to the sifting. Movement of the flour 
from one operation to another i s  accomplished by a complicated series of conveyor belts and hoists, 
a l l  powered by the waterwheel. 

When the mi l l  was examined, i t  was found that because of its advanced deterioration, most of the I 
major and minor structural members would have to be replaced. Some of the mill's machinery was 

found to be usable, but to ensure both historical and mechanical accuracy, nearly every mojor sub- 
system had to be specially constructed. Accordingly, most of the existing reconstructed mechanisms 
are made of wood as they would have been at the time of the m i l l ' s  construction. The woods used are 

those stipulated by Oliver Evans: oak for structures of high stress; redwood and cypress for areos touch- 
ing water; maple for pins and cogs. The overshot wheel was also designed according to Evans' calcu- 

I 
lations, as described in his book. (It should be noted that in  a small number of cases, modern materials 
were util ized in place of Evans' suggestions in order to give greater strength to certain segments of the 
structure. In each case, these variotions are indicated as such to visitors to the mill.) 

Architectural historians who examined the mil l  determined that the walls of the structure had originolly 
been mode entirely of .brick, olthough in 1965 the west wall (next to the waterwheel) had a wood siding. 
Through excavation, i t  was found that the original brick wall had collapsed in the mid-1800's and had 
hastily been replaced with woden  siding. Isolation of the cause of this collapse and correction of the 
original error were crucial to the success of the restoration. It was discovered that, as originally con- 

structed, the west wall and southwejt. corner had been buil t  on a soft clay and that these foundations 
were "floating" and thus unstable. In addition, the wooden frame for the gearing in the cog p i t  was 
in direct contact with the original brick wall, thus transmitting the vibrations from the moving machinery j 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE I 
Flour-milling was one of the mast important of the services performed in  colonial and early nineteenth- 
century Virginia. Some of the large plantations operated their own mills, but mast people depended 
for their flour on one of the many water-powered grist mills scattered along the watercourses of Virginia. 

I 

Calvin Run Mill is bui l t  according to the principles of Oliver Evans, the inventor and technologist who 11 
revolutionized grist mi l l  construction and helped bring the production line to America. ' 1  
Tobacco reigned os the undisputed king of crops in  the agriculture of the Northern Neck during the first 

hcusted soil indicated the necessity of diversification of crops. Corn and whect became increasingly 
century following its settlement. By 1740, however, declining annual yields of tobacco from the ex- , 

popular because they were staples which helped feed the farmer's family and his dependenrs. Moreover, 

the accessibility of the Northern Neck farms to the Chesapeake Boy meant that the crops could be shipped 
either as grain or as milled flour to ports along the coast, to the West Indies, and to Europe. 

Thus, Northern Virginia began to develop "merchant mills" producing flour for a wider market than that ! 
which the large number of small neighborhood mills hod served. In addition to grinding for a "toll" or : 
fixed percentage of the grain brought to him, the merchant miller purchased wheat a d  corn fram the 
farmer, storing i t  in his mi l l  until the flour market was favorable. Then he would grind it, pack it, ~ r d  ' 1  
haul it to a port where it could be used by local bakers or shipped either as flour or ship's bread. I 

I 

Merchant milling became increasingly important to Northern Virginia's economy during the last half of 
the eighteenth century, and continued to provide the area's maior means of earning credits in  the mar- 
kets of other regions unti i  the centers of wheat production and flour mill ing shifted weshvard in the 
1830's and 1840's. 

Lacking good roads, inland mills not on or near navigable watercourses had been restricted to serving 
local areas. But by the 1820's and 1830ts, several turnpike roads crossed Northern Virginia from the 
Shenandoah Valley to Alexandria, Georgetown, and Dumfries. Along these roads the grain farmers of 
the valley could send their grain or flour to the coastal markets. Wagon transportation, however, was 

still expensive, and flour was cheaper to haul than grain. Therefore, it was common practice for those 
farmers who hod no mi l l  ot their point of deporture to stop a t  a mil l  along the way and convert the grain 
into flour or meal. 

Also, by 1830, milling methods generally were improving, due in  large part to the writings and inven- ' , 

lions o f  Oliver Evans. I t  was he who designed and equipped many mills, including one in  which grind- I 

ing and processing flour was carried on without the use of manual labor. ,%st of the principles which , 
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into the wall and creating the instability which led to the wall's collapse. in the reconstruction 
process, the mil l  foundation was stabilized through subterranean concrete injection, and the cog 
p i t  framing was rebuilt and separated from the reconstructed wall; it was for the reconstruction of 
this wall that most of the 75,000 new bricks were designed to makh the size and appeorance o f  
the original bricks. The mortar, too, was corefully chosen for its visual and mechanical compati- 
b i l i ty  with the existing nineteenth-century mortor. 

In addition to the major work on the mil l  structure, the millroce from the Colvin Run had to be re- 
excavated, lined with concrete, faced with stone, and routed through a 100'-long culvert con- 
structed beneath the Leesburg Turnpike (U.S. Highway Route 7). 

Also on the pork site i s  a two-story red brick structure which for mony years sewed os the residence 
of the miller and h is  family. According to orchitectural historian Blaine Cliver, the house i s  of 

! early nineteenth-century style and probably dotes from about the some time os the mill. After a 
1 
I modest restorotion,the structure is now utilized in on odaptive use progmm .to disploy exhibitions ! 
E I of ort work, photography, ond the like. In oddition, there i s  an old dairy shed which has been 
I adapted to use os an eighteenth/nineteenth-century carpentry shop and i s  an active interpretive 

I center open to fhe public. A recent addition to the site i s  the c. 1890 Cockerill general store 
I 
1 

which was formerly located across from the mill on Coivin Run Road but wos moved to the pork i 
property in  1973. I t  serves as a museum focil i ty  by showing an early twentieth-century general i i 

j store and i s  o functioning post office. i 
1 The careful attention to detail and high standards of workmonship in  the restomtion of the Colvin 

I 

Run rr / \ i l l  have been given both locol and national recognition. In 1973, the Washington Metro- 
i 
1 
I 

I politon Chapter of the American Institute of Architects presented a fint-place award "to Colvin 
Run Mill for achievement of excellence in historic preservation and architectural design." In I 

I 1975, the American lnstitute of Architects presented an Honor Aword for Craftsmanship to the 
Fairfax County Park Authority " in recognition of the distinguished accomplishment in  preservation ! I 

I crcft technology in the progrom of resforation (1973) of the Colvin Run Mill." j 



I 
4 .  NOTABLE FEATURES,  HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE AN@ DESCRIPTION OPEN TO PUBLIC When re- 

storation i s  completed 
The mill i s  located on Colvin (formerly Colvill's) Run in the triangle of land formed by 
Leesburg Pike and Colvin Run Road. The latter was formerly a right-of-way for the Alexand- 
ria-Leesburg Pike, which was built between 1810 and 1820, generally foliowing the route of 
the earlier Eastern Ridge Road. The mil l  was a custom or merchant's mil l  which ground grain 
commercially and stored both grain and flour. Local tradition holds that the mil l  was built in 
1794. I t  i s  claimed by descendants of Philip Carper that he was the builder of the mi l l .  Th is  
would place its construction sometime after 181 1, when Carper bought the 30-acre property 
from Will iam Sheppard. The deed of that transaction, however, includes a mill, mill house, 
dam, race and appurtenance. Quite possibly an earlier mil l  existed on the same site. Part of 
the west wall of the mi l l  i s  stone and could be a remnant of the earlier mill. E. Blaine Cliver 
restoration architect, claims that the style of the present mi l l  would place its construction in 
the 1820-1 830 period. 
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The mil l  was constructed so that the south brick wall was laid on logs and loose rocks placed 
in mud. Through the years, this wall gradually sank and eventually collapsed, at which time 
i t  was temporarily replaced with clapboard siding. The exterior walls are laid i n  common or 
American bond with flat brick arches over the windows and doors. According to Clifford 
Currie, millwright engineer i n  charge of the restoration, the mil l  brick size i s  smaller than 

average making i t  necessary to hand-make replacement bricks by old-fashioned methods. A 
few large timbers from the Kinsley Mill, i n  Prince William County, have been used i n  the 
reconstruction. There are corner fireplaces on the first and second levels. Three pairs of 
stones were used for grinding flour, the French stones having been imported i n  1795 according 
to a former owner named Millard. The mil l  has been known at various times as Carper's, 
Powell's, Millard's, Mi l lard Brothers', andThe Brick Mill. 

- - ~ -- 
IilSTORIC A M E R I C A N  BUILDINGS S U R V E Y  

INVEIITORY 

2. NAME Colvin Run Mill 

D A T E  O R  P E R I O O  1820 
S T Y L E  -- 
A R C H ' T E C T  Unknown 
R U I L O E R  Probably Philip Carper 

3. FOR L I B R A R Y  O F  CONGRESS USE 

( 5 .  PHYSICAL  C o N D l T l o N  O F  L T R u c T u R t  Endongcrod NO In ter ior  Undergoing Restoration ~ " ~ i o r  Undergoing Renoratio 

6 .  L O C A T I O N  M A P   loo Optional) 7 .  PHOTOGRAPH  unknown,^. 1940 
3. PUDLISHED SOURCES L~uthor. Title, P.ge.1 

I N T E R V I E W S ,  R E C O R O L  PHOTOS.  F T C .  

See Virginiana Collection files, Fairfax 

County Public Library 
Ross D. Netherton, The Colvin Run Mill, 

manuscript, 1969. 

9.  NAME, ADDRESS AND T I T L E  <IF RECORDER 

Mrs. Ross D. Netherton 
Fairfax County Division of Planning 
4100 Chain Bridge Road 
Fairfax, Virginia 22030 

.AT, OF R F ~ O R C  101'1 0/69 



Form No 13-300a 
lfi*". 1 0  :4i 

l i N I I ' E U  STATES DEPARTMENT O F i t l t  i N T 1 R I O K  
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

RECEIVED 

NATIONAL REGISTER Of HISTORIC PLACES 
3MWNTCaRY -- NOM1NATION FORM 

CONTI NUATION SHEET # 2 ITEM NUMBER 8 PAGE one 

were used in  his mil l  hod been developed earlier, but Evons combined them into a single system 
i n  which the grain and meal were moved from one part of the mil l  to another by  the use of leather 
and wood conveyor buckets attached to canvas or leather belts. Mechanical scoops or rakes were 
also used to move groin and flour through troughs ond chutes, to stir groin i n  the hopper, and to 
spread meal evenly over the floor of the meal loft so that i t  would cool and dry. Originally a 
mon or boy was employed in the mil l  to attend to the stirring in  the hopper or the meal loft. Evons 
invented a mechanical device to perform these tasks which, not surprisingly, became known as 
the "hopper boy." He also developed elevators to move grain from one floor to onother at a rote 
of 300 bushels of grain or meal per hour. 

Evans also improved the design of millstones, and in  1796 received the third patent issued by the 
United States Patent Office for a process of monufacturing stones which could be balanced ond 
sharpened to grind grain to any desired size. Coming os they did at a time when normal imports of 
French buhrstones were interrupted by revolution in  France and blockades by the British Navy, the 
inventions and innovatians of Evans went far toward giving American idus t ry  i t s  own foundations. 
In later years, as the importonce of his work become appreciated, Evons was referred to as the 

i 
i 

"father of mechanized flour milling." i 
! 

The first recorded survey of the site on h i c h  Colvin Run Mill stands i s  doted June 8, 1739, shortly 
I 

before the lond was granted to John Colvi l l  by the proprietor. Calv i l l  later sold the lond to Wi l l iam 
I 

Foiriox who, in turn, willed i t  to Bryan Fairfax, from whom George Woshington it i n  f 
1763. Washington kept t h i s  tract unti l  his death, and letters written during the War for indepen- 
dence speak of his intention to build a mil l  on Difficult Run. There i s  no further documentation, 
however, to support the conclusion that he had this specific site in mind or thot he carried through 

I 
his plon. i 

I 
'According to architectural historian Blaine Cliver, the Colvin Run Mill was probably bu i l t  between 
1810 and 1820. In 1811, Philip Carper had purchosed some 20 acres of lond on "Colvill's bronch" 
of Diff icult  Run. Carper's descendants claim thot he bui l t  the mil l  and this i s  certoinly consistent 
with Cliver's estin'ote of its date of construction. 

Philip Carper owned the property from 1811 until 1842, a period of steady growth in  the mill's value. 
The next owner, John Powell, held the property from 1842 to 1883, a time of great change i n  North- 
ern Virginia. Agricultural proiperity came to an end when the Civ i l  War interfered with normal 
forming and milling. An indication of the postwor economic depression i n  Northern Virginia was 
the declorotion of bankruptcy of John Powell. 1 

I 
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The purchase of the mil l  i n  1883 by Addison Millard ushered in  its most prosperous era. The Millard 

family operated the mi l l  unti l  1934 ond turned i t  into one of the earliest roller mills of the oreo. 
During this time, o cluster of neighborhood services such as o blacksmith shop, several sow mills, 
o general store and post office were located across the old road from the mill, and the mill oreo 
became the center for social activities and exchange of local news. 

During the ownership of Bernard b i l e y  (1934-1965), the activity of the mill was seriously hampered 
by the state highway department's relocation of Route 7 to a new alignment south of the mill. Al-  
though the new road straightened the highway, i t  crossed between the mill and the milldam i n  a 
deep cut, meaning that water for the mil l  hod to be carried through concrete pipes under the high- 
way. Affected both by this development and the changing economic needs of the area, the mill 
gradually fell into disuse and deterioration. The efforts to save the mil l  led to its acquisition in  
1965 by the Foirfax County Pork Authority. The property thus acquired included the mill, the 

miller's house, a dairy barn, and the remains of the milldom and millrace. 

1 .  Over the next several years, the mil l  was painstakingly restored by the Pork Authority, and Eoday 
1 i: stonds as o monunent both to the skills of its eorly builders and millers and to the craftsmanship ! 

of the twentieth-century artisans who accomplished its restoration. In 1972, the Foirfax County I 

Government recognized the importance of the mill by establishing a historic district to protect the I 
property and its environs. I 




