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Sources and methods


Project: Identifying the site of Pirton’s windmill

Helen Hofton    April 2007

1. Introduction
This project has four objectives. These are to:

· Find out whether there was one or more windmill in the parish of Pirton

· Locate the site(s) of the windmill(s) 
· Identify the dates of operation of the windmill(s)
· Consider the likely design (type) of the windmill(s)
The parish of Pirton is in North Hertfordshire and was until the mid-20th Century largely an agricultural area growing mainly arable crops of barley and wheat. Three-quarters of the parish is between 55 and 80 feet above sea level. The land rises in the southwest of the parish to 140 feet at the start of the Chiltern dip slope. The parish is bounded on the southeast by the river Oughton, a minor river which drains northwards to the Ivel, which itself flows into the Ouse (see Map 1). Until enclosure in 1818 the village was a nucleated settlement surrounded by five large open fields.
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Map 1: This modern OS map shows the relative positions of Pirton, Shillington (Shitlington) and Hitchin. The area coloured pale green is land between 55 and 80 feet above sea level and coloured brown is between 80 and 140 feet above sea level
The parish had four mills at the time of Domesday valued at a total of 73 shillings, which was a similar number to those of Hertford, which is now the county town. It is most probable that these were watermills on the southeast boundary of the parish. The parishes of Ickleford and Pirton were combined at Domesday and only West Mill on the Oughton falls within what is now the parish of Pirton.
2. Wider reading

The wider reading which provided background for the project included ‘Hertfordshire Windmills and Windmillers’ by Cyril Moore and ‘Windmills in Hertfordshire’ by Arthur Smith. The key points taken from these readings relevant to the project were:
· Mills referred to in Domesday in Hertfordshire were usually watermills, or occasionally horse or hand mills.
· The earliest windmills were built when and where there was a lack of reliable water power.
· Milling was an accepted, though resented, privilege and monopoly of each Lord of the Manor. Villagers were rarely allowed to grind their own corn.
· The earliest types of windmills were post mills.

· The earliest windmills in Hertfordshire were at Standon, Cromer and Ardley and date from the beginning of the 13th Century.

· Windmills were still in use up to the mid-20th Century, but their use began to decline in the 18th century.
3. Sources

The primary sources that were used for the research were the manorial terriers for 1622, 1664, 1670, and 1693 from the Manor of Pirton Doddingselles. These provide a time series of information for the parish and apply to the same strips of land.
They are generally reasonably reliable for the following reasons:
· They are official documents of the court and needed to be accurate.

· These four terriers apply to the same area of land and allow comparisons to be made in order to identify both continuity and change.

· As well as ownerships and areas, they also describe abuttals and directions, which helps location.

However, they are not entirely reliable because:
· There are two other manors in the parish. The corresponding terriers for these are not available. 

· There is no contemporary plan of the holdings.

· The time span is short.
· The descriptions of the abuttals vary.

· The abuttals refer to field names that are no longer used, describe land by the names of their owners and only very occasionally identify landmarks, such as the road to Hitchin.  Even these roads may have changed at enclosure in 1818.

· The mill may be freehold and not recorded in the Manorial documents.

The other primary source was the Enclosure Plan and Award of 1818 and the Pre-Enclosure Plan and Survey of 1800.

These were reliable because:
· They were official documents which were drawn up after the land had been surveyed.

· As land was being allotted and money was involved, there was a financial incentive to ensure that they were accurate.

· Field names on the plan are sometimes given, which can help with location.  

· In some cases, the award indicates which land was held by which Manor.  

· The Pre Enclosure Survey indicates land use (for example pasture or arable).
However, they are not entirely reliable because:

· The Pre Enclosure plan is only a photograph in three pieces and very faint.

· The old strip system has been drawn over to indicate the new enclosures in many parts of the plan.

The main secondary sources were the two books written on Hertfordshire windmills as identified above.
4. Methods

The terriers, in conjunction with the enclosure plans and awards were used to try to locate the windmill, or windmills. A plan of the relevant abuttals based on the terrier was drawn up. This was used to match the field names and the roads mentioned in the terrier, with those in the Pre-Enclosure plan.
Fieldwork and contour maps were used to locate suitable sites and any remains of a mound, which might indicate the possible site of a windmill.
The enclosure map and award, the earliest plan of the village, were used to identify any windmills still existing in 1800.  The 17th Century map drawn by Sellers, which showed windmills across the county, helped with dating. It was particularly useful as it was contemporary with the terriers.

5. Findings

The results of the research are best presented as answers to the four questions implied in the introduction set out above.

5.1 Was there one or more windmill in Pirton?
From the 17th Century, maps of Hertfordshire began to depict windmills. The accuracy of the maps varies widely. Although it is small-scale, John Sellers’ map of 1676 does appear to locate most of its 28 windmills in agreement with the documentary evidence now available and is generally consistent with later maps. The windmill at Pirton is not included. Neither the Enclosure nor Pre-Enclosure plans show a windmill.
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Map 2: This shows the open fields around Pirton and the possible sites of the windmill (W1 and W2) and watermill (W3). The watermill is on the south western boundary of the parish. (Map drawn by author to identify the five open fields.)
The terriers identify a windmill belonging to the Manor of Pirton Doddingselles from 1622 to 1693 “one windmill standing upon Windy Hill the highway leading from Shitlington to Hitchin on the East and the land of James Hanscombe on the West which said windmill is escheated to the Lord of this Manor by the attainder of one Richard Barnes.” 
 A margin note indicates that this windmill is in Highdown Field (see Map 2).  
The next indirect mention of a windmill is in the same terrier in Westley field: “land …….abutting west upon the way leading to the windmill and east upon the college ground and Westley Bank on the south and Mr Docwra’s land on the north.” 

A further entry in the 1664 terrier identifies the windmill belonging to another Manor in Windmill Clayfield: “Land……abutting over the way that leadeth to Beggar’s Bush towards the windmill of the Rectory of Pirton on the south.” 

These findings lead to further questions. Were there three windmills in three different fields in the 17th Century? Highdown Field is in the southwest of the parish and Westley Field is in the northwest of the parish adjacent to Windmill Clayfield. 

Do two of the mills belong to two different Manors? (The Manor of Pirton Doddingselles and the Manor of Pirton Rectory.)
Closer reading of the series of four terriers reveals that the information they gave is not consistent.  Only one terrier that said the windmill belonged to the Manor of Pirton Rectory, although the same piece of land was described. 
The enclosure award 200 years later described the piece of land known as Windmill Piece as belonging to the Manor of Pirton Rectory.  There is also a problem when reading terriers is there are no commas to indicate where one should pause, and which description goes with which abuttal. 
Only one windmill was definitely identified -- that of the Manor of Pirton Doddingselles --- the other two references were ‘on the way to the mill.’ If the field references are correct there must have been more than one mill existing at the same time.
5.2 Where was the location(s) of the windmill(s)?
It is interesting to note that the last two previous references quoted above appear to suggest that the site was in Windmill Field, but that the first reference suggests that it is Highdown Field. It would seem obvious that there must be a windmill in Windmill Field.
Neither the Enclosure Plan nor the Pre-Enclosure Survey identified the site of the windmill
. They both show a small field of one acre and 35 perches within Windmill Piece, a field on the North of the parish which is divided by the road to Shitlington. 
The site of the small field is in Windmill Field with the road to Shitlington and Hitchin on the east, the land of Hanscombe on the west, so satisfying two of the criteria of the Pirton Doddingselles terrier. However, this site is not in Highdown Field as the terrier describes. Also this site is within Rectory Manor not the manor of Pirton Doddingselles.
The plans show that Windmill Clayfield includes Westley Field and that the furlongs that mention the windmill are close together, but Highdown Field is in another part of the parish. So there are only two fields not three. This may mean that there were two mills rather than three.
If the windmill is located in Highdown Field, the terrier records that the mill stands on Windy Hill. The enclosure plan shows a field in Highdown Field called Windy Acres on the Barton/ Hitchin road. It is on some of the highest land in the parish, but if the site is near the road (for easy access) it is in a cutting and therefore sheltered from the wind and a poor site for a mill. On the other hand, Windmill Field in the north of the Parish is very open and would benefit from winds from all directions, and would arguably be the better site for a mill. In order to make better use of the wind, the site of Highdown Field could have been to the east of field, and have an advantageous location adjacent to Shitlington /Hitchin Road.  However this would have placed it in the lee of the hills in terms of the prevailing southwest winds and there is no reference to a mill in the field names. 
The outcome of this part of the research is that there was only one windmill and that one location (Windmill Field to the North of the parish) is the more likely.
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Photo 1: Possible windmill site. The photograph is taken from the Shitlington/Hitchin Road. The area of light brown shows the possible site of the windmill.

In the light of the above finding it was decided to visit the site in Windmill Piece (see Photo 1). By chance a farm worker was ploughing this field.  He said that the site indicated on the old plan had, in his experience of thirty years, always been treated differently from the main field.  It was measured and found to be just over one acre in area.  There were no signs of a windmill mound; if there had been one it must have been ploughed out.
5.3 When was the windmill in operation?
There may have been a windmill in Pirton by the middle of the 16th century.  Court rolls showed that there were only two open fields in Pirton, Eastfield and Westfield, until the early 1500s; by 1550 these were split into five fields, one of which was called Windmill Field.

The earliest definite reference to a windmill at Pirton is in the will of Matthew Hanscombe, proved on the 12th October 1592. 
Matthew left his farm at Holwell and Shitlington to his eldest son, Robert. However, he left his second son, William, the “capital messuage or farm called Pirton Grange, Pirton, Hertfordshire and all lands in Pirton belonging, now occupied by William Barber and leased to him part of the term unexpired at the £29 13s 4d per annum. Also a windmill at Pirton 
”. It is important to note that Pirton Grange is adjacent to Windmill Field
More light is shed on the workings of the mill by a deposition brought by Joan Barnes, widow of John Barnes. 
 The windmill and the land it stood on, was bought by William and Alice Barnes.  Joan states that the mill had been left to John Barnes, one of the sons of William and Alice after their death. Their eldest son Richard Barnes died attainted and therefore the mill was given back to Lord of the Manor. Joan contends that the ground that the mill stood on was freehold and therefore should come to the next heir, John. The mill itself should have been considered as a personal chattel, which also belongs to the heir. 
If the windmill and its ground were freehold this would explain why there was no record in the early courts rolls. The first terrier of 1622 shows that the mill was now copyhold and owned by the Manor of Pirton Doddingselles.
The terriers indicate that the windmill was operating through the 17th Century until a terrier of 1693 
 notes that…… “Half acre of land abutting over the way that leadeth to Beggars Bush towards the place where the windmill lately stood,” showing that by this time the windmill was no longer functioning.

The mill seems to have fallen into disrepair between 1670 and 1693, although this fact is not recorded in the court rolls. One reason for the decline of the windmill may have been the increase in the growing of barley in Pirton in the late 17th century. 
 The grain was malted for brewing in Hitchin rather than being ground into flour. The milling of wheat was carried out at the watermill at Westmill on the parish boundary, which continued in use as a flour mill until mid-20th Century.

The outcome of this part of the research is that the windmill was in operation through the 16th Century until the second half of the 17th Century. 

5.4 What was the type/design of the windmill?

There are three types of windmills, namely the post mill, the tower mill and the smock mill. The Pirton mill is most likely to have been of the post mill design, see Figure 1. 
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 Fig 1: A typical post mill 

Post mills were constructed in wood and were one of the earliest designs.  The rectangular box-like body had a ridged roof and contained all the corn grinding machinery, gears, millstones and ancillary equipment. The sails were attached to a wind shaft. A tailpole and ladder led to a door at the back for access. This whole structure was able to rotate on the main post, which was supported by four quarterbars, and two crosstrees on four brick piers. Early windmills had their supporting structure buried in a mound of earth for greater stability. It is sometimes possible to identify these mounds, although many have been ploughed out.
6. Conclusions
The windmill at Pirton is likely to have been fairly typical of those of 17th-century England. (Moore notes that there were 62 windmills in Hertfordshire by 1676. 
) Like Pirton, many villages had both watermill and windmills. They had complementary characteristics, with the windmill grinding when water levels were low or rivers were iced up, while the watermill was used when the flow of water was strong and when the weather was calm.
 In Pirton there may have been two windmills, one in the Windmill Field and one in Highdown Field. However, the research carried out as part of this project suggested that this is unlikely for three reasons.  Firstly, if the windmill was in Highdown Field both the watermill and the windmill would be close together in the south of the parish, which Moore states rarely happened. 
 Secondly, the topography of Windmill Field is more conducive to the site of a windmill.  Finally, Pirton was mainly producing barley to supply the brewing industry in Hitchin in the 17th Century. It is unlikely that there would be enough grain grown in the village to keep two windmills and a watermill in business. On this basis it was judged that Pirton probably only had one windmill.

As Pirton is in the centre of the parish it would be more efficient to have a watermill on the south east edge and a windmill in the north west where they could interact with the adjoining parishes of Hitchin and Shitlington. Along with other evidence, this supports the finding that the single windmill was located in Windmill Field, to the north of the parish. It is not possible to be clear about the type of mill, but it is likely that it was a post mill. No evidence has been found as to why the mill was no longer in use by the end of the 17th Century. There was a fall in the number of windmills in Hertfordshire by the mid-18th Century 
 and the move from the cultivation of wheat to the cultivation of barley for brewing will have reduced the demand for milling.
It can be seen from Maps 1 and 2 that both Holwell and Pirton enjoyed easy access to the watermill along Hambridge Way and Mill Way. It is known that Shitlington had its own Windmill Field, but that was on the northern side of the parish, most distant from Pirton. Perhaps there was no longer a need to use the windmill in Pirton.
7. What next?
Further research, using the early court rolls of the other two manors of Pirton and Pirton Rectory, is needed to see if there are records of other windmills and their locations.
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