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Woodson's Mill is one of the best examples of a nineteenth- 
century water-powered mill, that is structurally intact, and 
still in operation, in Virginia. This vernacular four-story, 
post-and-beam building is located in the hamlet of Lowesville on 
County route 778 in Nelson County, Virginia. Some of the present 
foundation may date to a mill believed to have been built for 
Guiliford Campbell in 1794. The present building has undergone 
three periods of structural and mechanical improvements, most of 
which date to the nineteenth century.' Originally, wheat and 
corn were ground by stones, later in the nineteenth century the 
Oliver Evans belt-driven mechanical conveying systems were added 
to reduce labor; and after 1900, Dr. Julian B. Woodson added a 
sophisticated roller mill system for the production of fine white 
flour.' The mill's community importance grew beyond its 
original purpose after Dr. Woodson bought the property in 1900. 
He served as both a doctor and dentist, and he built his office 
into the west end of the mill, as well as adding two more water 
wheels to generate power for a small ice plant, saw mill, cider 
press and provide his nearby residence with electricity. Today 
the mill continues to function with two water wheels: a small 
Fitz-type wheel constructed by Dr. Woodson provides the mill's 
electricity and the large 12 1/2- foot steel Fitz wheel drives 
the two runs of millstones. The present building also houses an 
operating cider press. 

Architectural Analvsis 

Introduction 

When J. Gill Brockenbrough, Jr., purchased Woodson's Mill in 
1983, the mill had ceased its long period of milling in 1963, and 
had become a large storage barn.3 With the aid of Steve 
Roberts, the present Head Miller, and only the second miller at 
Woodson's Mill in this century, Mr. Brockenbrough began to 
restore the mill for wheat and corn flour production. Thought to 
have been built for Guiliford Campbell in 1794, the building has 
been enlarged as agricultural and commercial activity increased 
over the years in the region. The beauty of this vernacular 
building is derived from the craftsmanship inherent in its 
practical design and construction in wood, brick and field stone. 
While some of the foundation may date to the late eighteenth 
century, the earliest section of the mill, the east end, dates to 
the second quarter of the nineteenth century. The east section 
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is almost square in plan, measuring approximately 32 ft. (square 
measurements are within only a foot and a half difference), and 
suggesting the smaller milling needs of a early nineteenth- 
century rural community. The original building may have had only 
one run of millstones on the first floor, with the upper floors 
used for grain storage and cleaning. During this early period 
wheat and corn would have been hoisted to storage areas through 
doors that still exist on'the front facade of the present mill. 
The mill was modified and enlarged in 1845 by the Fulcher 
family.4 At this time the original square plan was extended 14 
ft. on the west end, throughout all four stories, to provide 
greater grain storage capacity. The two-story ell on the west 
end was probably added at or close to this period as living, 
office or storage space for the miller. This small ell wing was 
extended to the rear (north), sometime before 1900.~ Dr. 
Woodson added a shed addition to the rear in 1904 to house a 
cider press. During Dr. Woodson's long tenure as owner of the 
mill, from 1900 until his death in 1963, the building served a 
variety of uses. Along with its milling function, the mill 
included a miller's/doctor's office, a private medical 
examination room, a room where the doctor's children received 
tutoring, and a shop area with belt-driven lathes. And, as the 
mill became a central meeting area, it was only logical to make 
it a local polling registration point.6 

Before 1900 the mill was known as "Piney River Mill,"' but this 
name was forgotten in the shadow of Dr. Woodson. He upgraded the 
mill's operation from local subsistence to regional commercial 
status. The building, larger than other local mills and at one 
time ran with three wheels, was bound to become the symbol of a 
robust community lead by an ambitious doctor and politician. 
Both mill and man were centerpieces of the Nelson and Amherst 
Counties. Woodson's Mill is today an important reminder of this 
boom period, and of the preceding 100 years of the region's 
history. 

Foundation and Framing 

Adding to the idiosyncracies of Woodson's Mill are the variety of 
materials from different periods of construction included in the 
foundation. The oldest part of the mill features a brick 
foundation visible on the south entrance facade. This partial 
section of brickwork is laid in an American bond: starting at the 
base, it consists of one course of stretchers, one of headers, 
five of stretchers, one of headers, three of stretchers and one 
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of headers just below the hewn pine sill. This early foundation 
continues out of sight underneath the present flooring and 
defines the original west wall of the first mill building.' A 
roughly-finished grade of field stone comprises most of east 
facade foundation, where an unfinished inscription, reading 
"JULY," is legible near the southeast corner. This may have been 
an attempt at a corner stone, possibly from the 1845 rebuilding 
or earlier. 

The foundation underneath the later nineteenth-century western 
addition is of mostly large field and river stone. The 
continuity of this foundation supports the theory that the two- 
story ell was added when the extra four-story storage rooms were 
built. Dr. Woodson's rear shed addition is solidly founded on 
concrete which shows plank patterns from simple wood form 
construction. Two sets of steps at the front of the mill were 
formed in concrete after 1900, for an entrance into the milling 
area on the east and office area at west. 

The post-and-beam, mortise-and-tenon construction system is used 
throughout the pre-1900 sections of the building, with later 
balloon frame construction for the rear shed addition. The 
upright posts in the east end are hewn, as are the sills, plates, 
angled braces and summer beam. The summer beam in this area is 
supported by a post and shoulder block (the block may have been 
added later to correct sag and shrinkage). All posts in this 
older section are approximately 9 in. x 9 in. in section, whereas 
posts in the later west side addition are closer to 1 ft.x 1 ft. 
to increase support under the grain storage rooms. At the 
junction between the older section and the nineteenth-century 
addition the posts were doubled and secured with iron ties. The 
mid nineteenth-century section of the building shows a variety of 
hewn and milled wood, which probably indicates some structural 
repair done during Dr. Woodson's period with members that were 
milled at his saw mill across the road. A small addition made at 
the rear of the two story ell was constructed from hewn members 
from another building or possibly recut members from another 
section of the mill. Most of the hewn members are pine while the 
larger mil-led pieces are white oak.9 

The floor joists in all sections of the building are milled, and 
in general most measure 11 in. x 3 in. in section and include 
cross braces in many areas. Floor boards vary in length and 
width throughout the building: some modern boards are as narrow 
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horizontally split design and still retains a polling list dating 
back to the 1950s-60s. A basement area situated in the west end 
features double doors which open out near the generator wheel's 
tail race. The most elaborate exterior door is to the miller's 
office, with its horizontal recessed panels. 

since the construction of the building followed pragmatic lines, 
windows were placed where'light was needed and omitted where 
grain and storage areas needed continuous walls and protection 
from light. The asymmetrical exterior pattern fits the needs of 
interior use. For instance, a small single-pane opening was 
placed at the east end to bring in light where one of the 
millstone cranes lifts the runner stone for cleaning. A variety 
of window sizes are found in the building: from unglazed portals 
with swing-open-vertical-plank shutters on the fourth floor to a 
twelve-over-twelve light sashes on the rear shed addition. Most 
of the windows have six-over-six light sash. Virtually all of 
the older windows were replaced due to dry rot during the 1980's 
restoration work, and one new window was added in the second 
floor of the ell addition above the mill office door. 

The shed roofs on the front of the building are original to Dr. 
Woodson's period of ownership.10 A small shed roof extends from 
the miller's bay window, over the office entry; while the large, 
partially suspended, shed roof extends over most of the first 
floor area, leaving enough room for light to come in the end 
portal for the husk area. This generous porch-like structure 
probably encouraged customers and visitors to gather in. front of 
the building, and affords good protection from the elements. 

The Milling Machinery 

In the late eighteenth century a "state-of-the-art" mill would 
not have been very different from one of the fifteenth century. 
The original Woodson's Mill would have consisted of a wooden 
overshot wheel attached to a wooden or wrought-iron axle, which 
would have turned the original millstone or stones through a 
system of wooden gear exchanges. Beyond this basic machinery, 
the miller would have had simple sieves or screens to clean the 
grain before milling and to separate the shorts, middlings and 
bran." Today, Woodson's Mill serves as testimony to the 
revolution in the milling industry that took place during the 
nineteenth century, starting with the American inventor Oliver 
Evans's (1755-1819) book, The Youna Mill-Wriaht and Miller's 
Guide, first published in 1795. 
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The oldest part of this building was typical of late eighteenth- 
century mill design in that it was built tall, to take advantage 
of gravity feeding grain down to the stones, and it was compact, 
so that the wheel-powered machinery could be placed as close as 
possible to the energy source.12 This tall and narrow design 
was ideal for the bucket elevator as well. 

There are two systems for.the production of flour in the present 
Woodson's Mill. The older system includes the husk frame and 
millstones, the only method used at the mill until 1900. Dr. 
Woodson bought the roller mill machinery to produce white flour 
after the turn of the century. It is unusual to find a roller 
mill system that is completely intact as at Woodson's Mill. When 
the Brockenbrough restoration began, all of the Woodson period 
machinery was still in the building. Presently only the 
millstones are used in production, but the roller mill system 
could be brought back into working order. I3 

There are two runs of millstones on the husk frame in the east 
end of the building. The current transfer of power from wheel to 
stones is through a gear-to-belt system. This configuration was 
probably installed by Dr. Woodson. The present system and older 
iron or wooden gear systems use a clutch control for selectively 
disengaging the stones." The most intriguing part of the 
present millstone system is the pit wheel, the first gear to 
transfer the water wheels's power inside of the building. This 
wheel's gear teeth are wooden wedges, individually fitted and 
adjustable. 

The millstones are four feet in diameter and each one weighs 
about one ton. These stones are thought to be native Virginia 
stones, possibly from Montgomery County, but may have been made 
in the ~ortheast.'~ The present stones are most likely only the 
second set used since the mill's constru~tion.'~ The husk frame 
members include milled and hewn members that measure from 10 in. 
x 12 in. to 12 in.x 14 in. in section. A second husk frame 
extends across the back wall of the east end and supports the 
three roller mills. 

Sometime during the nineteenth century the Oliver Evans bucket 
elevators were installed into the center of the east end work . 
area. This innovation, along with wooden conveyor screws (to 
encourage horizontal movement), provided quick and easy 



u m  m - n t o t  theintortor 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

- 

7 Page e Woodson's Mill 
Nelson Co., VA 

Section number 

distribution of the grain and flour throughout the mill. This 
system was referred to as the automatic mill. The whole elevator 
mechanism was driven from a system of belts powered by a water 
wheel. This reduced time and manpower factors in the milling 
process. The central bucket elevator consists of six square 
wooden shafts that extend from underneath the first floor to just 
under the ridge of the roof, a distance of approximately sixty 
feet . 
Under Dr. Woodson's ownership the mill became a regional 
commercial operation. Apparently some of the machinery in the 
mill, including a Fitz water wheel, was bought from the prominent 
Nelson County industrialist Thomas Fortune Ryan of Oak Ridge. 17 

The product of the roller mill was a much finer white flour than 
that produced by stone milling. The roller mill set-up included 
a sophisticated system of elevators which connected various 
machines on the first three floors to separate and refine the 
milled grain several times before arriving at the final packing 
area. 

Three Case Company roller mills, each a different grade of 
roller, stand on the rear platform. These are connected to 
sixteen elevator shafts. A "Cranson Scouring Machine for 
Polishing and Separating" sits to the right of the roller mills. 
All of the original manufacturer's names still appear on the 
machines (and in some cases paper labels with operation 
instructions are still legible). To the left of the roller 
mills, on the floor, is an elaborate machine for barrel packing, 
which is similar to the invention by Evan Evans, Oliver's 
brother." The packer was at the terminus of this efficient 
process. 

The second floor of the mill where most of the present day 
packing occurs, features a "Eureka New Improved Dustless 
Receiving Separator" which stands as a centerpiece of this space. 
At the west end of the floor, in the former grain storage area, 
is a walk-in refrigerator removed from the S.S. United States, 
and installed by Mr. Brockenbrough for grain storage to meet 
Agricultural Department codes. 

Machines designed with materials and details that make them 
appear furniture-like are found on the third floor's central 
space. Four "Case Company Inter Elevator Flour Dressers" and one 
"Case Scalping Chest" are the upper end terminus for the sixteen 
roller mill elevators. These machines were used to separate the 
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shorts, middlings and bran. Next to these machines is the 
present-day grain hopper for the millstones two floors below. In 
the third floor west end is a "Monarch Batch Mixeru (1908) which 
is not original to the building, but is certainly appropriate, 
and at the corner of this space are some of the original wood 
screws (about fifteen feet long) that would have fit into 
hexagonal casings for horizontal distribution of grain or flour. 
All of these machines were powered by the water-driven belt 
system. Evidence of former belt and elevator paths survives in 
the form of holes cut through the floor. The fourth floor was 
originally used as storage space. It is now empty except for the 
elevator heads. 

The machines mentioned are only a partial catalog of what is 
still in the building. Several other large bolting, scalping and 
cleaning pieces stand in the mill, long ago disconnected from the 
main spine of elevators. It is also worth mentioning the 1920s 
cider press that Mr. Brockenbrough operates in the rear shed 
addition area, as well as the c. 1914 Toledo platform scale next 
to an older beam and platform scale "The Standard" on the first 
floor. In addition to the milling machinery, the doctor's office 
and school room above are outfitted with nineteenth-century wood 
stoves, and some of the doctor's medical instruments are still in 
the office area, as well as his black leather doctor's satchel. 

Water Source and P i t 2  Wheels 

The water used to run the mill wheels from Woodson's Mill's 
earliest days flowed from the Piney River. The present concrete 
dam was built by Mr. Brockenbrough in the 1980s. It replaced a 
Woodson-period dam that had washed out (sections of this older 
structure still lay in the river bed). The millrace runs through 
some bottom lands and fills a millpond that was constructed by 
Woodson in the 1920s.'~ An earthen wall forms the southeast 
side of the millpond. When Brockenbrough began to reconstruct 
the head race section it was filled with refuse, and the Woodson- 
period stone and concrete lining was insufficient. The present 
section of the race has a new sturdy concrete bed. The sluices 
are of heavy steel construction and have hand crank sluice gates. 
Pre-1963 photographs of the mill show that the original sluices 
were of wood-frame box design and may have been lined with tin. 
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Woodson's Mill 

At the mill's peak of production there were three wheels: one 
small wheel on the west end to generate electricity and run shop 
machines, one 12 1/2 ft. wheel to run the mill machinery and a 
matching 12 1/2 ft. wheel to run an ice plant and lumber mill 
further east of the mill. A unique "Y" sluice with two gates was 
designed to run both wheels independently. 

The large steel and iron overshot design wheels were constructed 
by the Fitz Water Wheel Company of Hanover, Pennsylvania. These 
durable instruments replaced the wooden wheels of most mills 
after 1852, when it was first introduced. When Dr. Woodson found 
that-he would have to pay the full large wheel price to have his 
narrower west side wheel built, he decided to build a small wheel 
him~elf.~ This is the wheel that is still in use today. Gone 
are the ice plant, lumber mill and the second large Fitz wheel. 
Woodson also tried using a small wheel in the creek next to his 
house for electricity, but the creek's flow was not strong 
enough. The concrete foundation for this wheel still exists. 

Architectural Setting 

During the early twentieth century the Lowesville vicinity 
brimmed with economic vitality. Dr. Woodson operated the mill, 
an ice plant, a lumber mill, and a cider press which originally 
was separate from the mill. His fine Arts and Crafts house, 
designed by Jack Kirk (a building contractor who worked for the 
Virginia Blue Ridge Railway) replaced an older residence of which 
no record exists, other than the knowledge that the house was 
traditionally associated with the mill." A small outbuilding 
that stands next to the Woodson house was probably a kitchen or 
smokehouse for this earlier residence. Behind the Woodson house 
is a long garage constructed from round river stone to match the 
residence. A late-nineteenth century or early-twentieth century 
barn stands north of the mill in a fenced pasture. Just east of 
the mill are the concrete foundations for the ice plant, and on a 
shallow hillside about fifty yards northeast of the mill is the 
site of a modest house where Edd Willis and possibly other head 
millers lived.22 

Enhancing the high architectural and historical quality of 
Woodson's Mill are the buildings in nearby Lowesville as well as 
the dramatic natural surroundings. Lowesville, across the Piney 
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River, in Amherst county, is less than a quarter mile from the 
mill. Originally the site of Woodson and Company, a store run by 
Dr. Woodson's father, Lowesville is a small cross-roads 
community with several attractive mid-nineteenth, brick 
buildings, including the local landmark, Hite's Store. Woodson's 
Mill and Lowesville are set into a dramatic natural area: next to 
the Piney River with the backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains. 

Woodson's Mill sits at the edge of the Piney River flood plain in 
front of a wooded Of the sixteen mills still standing 
in Nelson county, Woodson's Mill is not only unusual because of 
its high state of architectural integrity, it is also one of _a 
very small number of mills in the United States that still 
produces stone-ground flour by water power. 

MCW 
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1. While the builder has not been traced through deeds or other 
paper records, it has been popular knowledge in the Lowesville 
community that Guiliford Campbell had a mill built at this site 
in 1794. A post card found at the mill, from the 1940s lists 
these facts which at that time would most likely have come from 
Dr. Woodson. It is known that the mill was still owned by a 
George Campbell before the Civil War. Since the mill has 
undergone many renovations, it is doubtful that a great deal of 
the present 
building dates before the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century. 

2. J. Gill Brockenbrough, Jr., and Steve Roberts interviews 2 
and 9 May, 1992. 

3. Brockenbrough, interview, 6 February. 

4. The Fulchers bought the mill for $1,500.50 in 1834 and sold 
it thirty years later, during the Civil War for $15,000. It is 
likely that the mill underwent a substantial amount of 
improvement over this time period. The residence on the 57 1/2 
acre tract may have been built or improved during this period: - -. 

5. The west end additions span from 1845 through 1900. The two- 
and-a-half-story cell that extends from the main working area was 
expanded at the rear. The framing in this intermediate area was 
salvaged from an older building where mortise and tenon' was the 
principle method of construction. Dr. Woodson may have salvaged 
this wood from one of the older buildings on the property, 
perhaps the original farmhouse. 

6. Brockenbrough, interview, 6 February, 1992. 

7. Chistina Moon, Architecture in Virainia: Woodson's Mill. 
Lowesville. Virainia (unpublished research paper, University of 
Virainia. School of Architecture, Charlottesville, Va., 1988) 20. 
~he~mill'was also referred to as'the "Big Piney ~ills"-at the end 
of the nineteenth century. 

8. The brick foundation work at the older east end and a 
nineteenth-century brick flue are the most elaborate masonry 
features in the mill. 
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9. Steve Roberts, interview, 9 May 1992. 

10. Roberts, interview, 9 April. 

11. B.W. Dedrick, P-q (Chicago, Ill., National 
Miller, 1924) 13-34. 

12. Brockenbrough, interview 9 May 1992. 

13. Brockenbrough, interviews. 

14. Anne Carpenter Reed, Grindina to a Halt: The Lives of Two 
Grist Mills in Madison Countv, Virginia (Unpublished research 
paper, University of Virginia, School of Architecture, 
Charlottesville, Va., 1987) 8. 

15. Mr. Brockenbrough was advised by Derrick Ogden a 
professional Millwright during the 1980s restoration. Mr. Ogden 
believed the stones were definitely not French and possibly from 
quarries in Montgomery County, Virginia. He conceded that it 
would be difficult to prove Virginia origin and the stones were 
more likely cut from Northeastern quarries. 

16. Brockenbrough and Roberts, interviews. 

17. Brockenbrough and Roberts, interviews. 

18. Harry B. Weiss and Robert J. Sim, The Early Grist and 
Flourina Mills of New Jersey (Trenton: New Jersey Agricultural 
Society, 1956) 81. 

19. Moon, 13. 

20. Brockenbrough, interviews. 

21. Brockenbrough, interviews. 

22. Brockenbrough, interviews. 

23. Nelson~ou'nt~ has lost most of its once numerous mills due 
to flood damage, especially that which ravaged the County in the 
wake of hurricane Camille in 1969. Fortunately the high position 
of the Woodson's Mill building has and will continue to spare it 
from severe flood damage. 






















