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East Creek Sawmill 
Archeological investigations have been conducted at several mill sites outside of 
Delaware in the greater Middle Atlantic region, including the East Creek Sawmill (Cape 
May County) in southern New Jersey 
(Morin et al. 1988) (Figure 8.4).  

 

Figure 8.4   

East Creek Sawmill Illustration, 1782-
circa 1913 (after Morin et al. 1988) 

 

There are several similarities between 
East Creek Sawmill and Cubbage Mill, including the period of use and the excellent 
preservation of subsurface mill features. East Creek Sawmill, consisting of a tailrace and 
mill/dam, operated between 1782 and 1913. Archeological excavations occurred in three 
stages, including the excavation of 21 test units intended to expose the wooden remains 
of the tailrace.  

Investigations at the site identified 45 well-preserved archeological features, including a 
wooden tub of unknown function and numerous beams, pilings, and planks, many of 
which had clearly been recycled from former structures. As at Cubbage, the excellent 
condition of many of the wood beams and planks was due to their submerged location, 
within the stream channel. Excavations identified three stages of mill construction, 
indicating that mill owners adapted to new technologies over time. East Creek Sawmill 
used waterwheel technology until circa 1880, when a shift was made to a water-powered 
turbine and, finally, steam engine, post-1894. This is not unlike the evolution in 
technology that occurred at Abbott’s Mill, Baltimore Mills, and Cubbage Mill during this 
same period.  

Hopper Mill Site 
In the mid-late 1980s, archeological excavations were conducted at the National Register-
listed Hopper Mill Site on the Ramapo River in Bergen County, New Jersey, prior to a 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACOE) flood control project. Archeological 
fieldwork identified the locations of a gristmill, a sawmill, a wing dam, headrace, and a 
tailrace. The Hopper gristmill was established in 1764 and continued in use until the 
1870s. Unlike other mill sites, the Hopper Mill did not employ a dammed pond as a water 
source, but instead controlled the flow of water from the river itself via a boulder wing 
dam and headrace.  

Excavations included 10 small machine trenches, one of which successfully identified the 
remains of the waterwheel pit containing an intact mid-19th century horizontal 
waterwheel. This feature was carefully exposed, mapped, and subsequently reburied for 
preservation purposes. The horizontal waterwheel was fabricated entirely of wood and 
wrought iron with dimensions of 4.5 ft. (diameter) by 13 inches (height). The wheel 
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contained a solid circular base plate surrounded by eight wooden blades--the cast iron 
shaft that turned the wheel, remained intact at its center.  

Other features identified during machine trenching included two foundation walls to the 
gristmill, the headrace, the boulder wing dam, and tailrace. No evidence of the Hopper 
sawmill was identified during excavations. Because impacts to other areas of the site 
were minimal, no additional test excavations were conducted at the site. (The waterwheel 
remains in situ for future study.) 

Eberhart Gristmill and Timber Dam 
During the mid-1990s, the USACOE (Pittsburgh District) conducted data recovery 
excavations at Site 36Fa428, a mill complex located in New Geneva (Fayette County), 
Pennsylvania (ca. 30 miles south of Pittsburgh). The mill complex contained four main 
areas: a timber dam, a sawmill, a bridge anchor, and the Eberhart gristmill (Workman and 
Davis 1995). The site is situated along Georges Creek, approximately 0.5-mile from its 
confluence with the Monongahela River.  

Surface reconnaissance indicated that the gristmill was located along the west side of the 
creek, the sawmill on the east, with the timber dam directly between the two (Workman 
and Davis 1995: 8, Figure 4.3). The bridge anchor was immediately south of the sawmill 
and was likely associated with a late-18th and early-19th century pedestrian bridge 
spanning Georges Creek. Background research indicated that the sawmill was in 
operation between 1795 and the 1870s; the timber dam was likely built around 1807; and 
the gristmill dated between 1837 and 1920. 

Hand excavations exposed a significant portion of the sawmill foundation, which 
measured approximately 27 by 7 ft. and built of squared timbers (Frye et al. 1995). 
Whereas historical research established a date of ca. 1795 for sawmill construction, 
dendrochronological analysis (Appendix A) of mill timbers produced dates of 1741 and 
1745.  Similar to the results at Cubbage Mill, this discrepancy likely relates to the 
recycling of timbers from an earlier mill. Excavations apparently were unsuccessful in 
revealing details regarding sawmill technology, as the location of the waterwheel (nor the 
types of saws) was not identified.  

The gristmill was investigated during relocation of S.R. 3003 by Christine Davis 
Consultants (CDC 1993) revealing most of the mill’s sandstone foundation and a 
waterwheel pit, as well as squared timbers and wood planks associated with the nearby 
timber dam. The gristmill rested upon a bedrock floor, approximately 6 ft. above the 
stream (Workman and Davis 1995: Appendix III, Page 2-3). The configuration of the 
wheelpit and the [wooden] dam indicate that an overshot waterwheel powered the mill.  

Between 1845 and the 1870s, the sawmill and gristmill operated simultaneously. The 
wooden dam contained gates for both the sawmill and gristmill, with water diverted to 
the respective mills as necessary. With the introduction of steam power in the mid-late 
1800s, the gristmill’s wheelpit and headrace were in filled and, by the early 1900s, the 
gristmill ceased operation. 
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Background research indicated that the sawmill and timber dam were “clearly associated 
with Albert Gallatin” (Workman and Davis 1995:78), one of the earliest settlers of 
Fayette County and a major early-19th century political figure within Pennsylvania.  As a 
result of this and the presence of well-preserved mill remains (gristmill, sawmill, dam), 
the site was considered eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places 
under Criteria B and D.   

Angle Mill 
Phase I and II archeological studies were conducted at the Angle Mill Site (44Fr140) near 
Rocky Mount (Franklin County) in southern Virginia (Browning 1986). The gristmill 
operated between 1772 and the early 1950s, focusing mainly on buckwheat and cornmeal 
processing. To a lesser extent, sawmilling also occurred at the site. The mill was 
destroyed by fire in the 1980s. The project was largely restricted to background research, 
documenting mill function and ownership through time. Although surface survey 
identified the mill foundation, waterwheel pit, possible sluiceway, and a wooden 
(strongback) dam, no subsurface excavations were conducted.  The site was found to be 
ineligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places.  

Newlin/Downs Mill Site 
Investigations by the Maryland Department of Transportation identified the 
Newlin/Downs Mill Site near Brookey (Montgomery County) in west-central Maryland 
(Fehr et al. 1997). This site includes the remains of a gristmill/sawmill, in operation 
between 1800 and 1887, a miller’s house, and millrace. No excavations of the mill 
complex were conducted as the consultant recommended avoidance of the site.  

Summary 
As described above, several historical and archeological studies of mills have been 
conducted in the greater Middle Atlantic region. However, in most cases, these projects 
involve only a cursory background study of these sites, with little in the way of 
subsurface investigations. With the exception of the Middleford Mills Archeological 
District in Sussex County, none of the data recovery investigations occurred in Delaware. 
Moreover, other than Middleford Mills, East Creek Sawmill (New Jersey), and the 
Eberhart Gristmill (near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania), none of these archeological 
investigations employed systematic hand excavations to identify subsurface features and 
deposits. And it is only the latter two projects that produced well-preserved, subsurface 
features that contributed to the reconstruction of the mill’s history.  

As with Wagamon Pond Dam (Sussex County), mills were, more often than not, 
converted repeatedly over time for multiple purposes, essentially disturbing if not 
destroying former remnants of construction. This has led to the generally poor 
preservation of mill features at many of these sites. As noted above, mills often became a 
focal point of population growth, increasing the chances of mill destruction over time. 

Clearly, identification of mill remains at Cubbage Pond, in conjunction with their 
exceptional integrity, provides a rare opportunity to supplement our limited inventory of 
archeological studies of such sites in the Middle Atlantic region. This includes the 
collection of significant new information on the history, construction, production, and 
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evolution of technology at a late 18th to early to mid-20th century mill.  From a 
management perspective, the Cubbage Mill Site has reoriented our thinking concerning 
the archeological potential of bridge replacement projects, and provides a baseline for 
this site type by which to measure the National Register significance of future mill sites 
throughout the state.  Moreover, it highlights the importance of mill dam/bridge crossings 
as an important property type.  It is expected that, as a result of the analysis of the 
Cubbage Mill Site, specific changes will be recommended to the state’s existing 
management plan for historic archeological resources. 

MillDams/Bridges as a Property Type 
Roads over mill dams were common in Delaware.  Heite (1991) notes the importance of 
mill dams as local thoroughfares: 

Combination dam-bridge structures were the rule, rather then the 
exception, in Delaware, because of a state law that required the county to 
build and maintain bridges over mill spillways crossed by public roads. It 
was therefore in a miller’s interest to build such combination structures. 
 

During the archeological investigations at Cubbage Mill, it became apparent that the mill 
dam/bridge crossings could be considered a distinct property type.  As so often happens 
today, transportation networks are designed for the needs of area residents, and 
businesses, such as industries.  In the past, mill dams were designed to be of sufficient 
construction and width to accommodate the placement of an overlying road.  Having a 
mill dam/bridge crossing benefited the mill owners by providing easier access for local 
consumers and benefited local transportation because it provided a more cost effective 
bridge design.  The Cubbage Mill Site illustrates the preservation of early industrial 
remains beneath these mill dam/bridge crossings.  To highlight their importance to the 
archeological record, it is recommended that mill dam/bridge crossings be added to the 
property types for Delaware historic archeological sites (see DeCunzo and Catts 1990). 




