
Clophill through the years

The Mills of Clophill
Bread has long been a staple part of our diet. The
Egyptians were baking bread with yeast as far
back as 2500 years ago. And long before that
people discovered how to grind grain into flour
using quern stones that they turned by hand. 

The first powered mills for grinding grain
appeared in Britain shortly after the Romans
arrived in AD 43. They were powered by either
animals or water. The earliest reference to
windmills was in the 1180s. 

There were many watermills along the River
Flitt and its tributaries. East End Mill at Flitwick
is still in working condition. Doolittle Mill (so
called because there wasn't much water flow and
the mill could only be used occasionally) stands on a tributary known as the Running Waters at 
Ampthill. An unnamed mill further down the same tributary was discovered  in 1982 when the 
bypass was built. It is recorded that at Hollington Bridge there stood another mill on the River Flitt 
but there are no signs of it now. The mill at Water End, Maulden still stands but without any 
machinery..

The watermill at Clophill stands on the corner of the High Street and The Causeway. It was 
probably built in the eighteenth century. It is shown on a map of 1716.

Doomsday Book records that there was a mill at Cainhoe, probably somewhere near the castle. It is 
also recorded that a mill existed at Beadlow in 1140, probably attached to Beaulieu Priory. The next
mill along the Flitt would have been at Shefford.

The Norman Conquest introduced the feudal
system to the country and ‘soke rights’, which
forced everyone to have their corn milled at the
mill owned by their Manorial Lord, stayed in use
until as late as the 19th Century. The miller charged
up to 10% of the grain, and the landlord frequently
took a further cut. This made the miller the most
unpopular person in the village.

In all mills the millstones come in pairs. The base
or bed-stone is stationary. Above the bed-stone is
the turning runner stone which actually does the
grinding. The grain is fed into the central hole of
the runner stone and the flour exits from between
the stones at the edges. The mill wheel, on a
horizontal shaft, is driven by the stream. (photo 2)
A system of gears drives a vertical shaft at a higher
speed and hence the millstones. (photo 3)

Clophill Mill had three pairs of millstones. (photo
4) and was used up until the early 20th century.
The last miller was George Course who lived in the Mill House, now demolished. By then most 
flour for bread was produced by a new technique where the grain was crushed between metal rollers

Photo 1 Clophill Mill c1980

Photo 2 The mill wheel of Clophill Mill



and stone-ground flour went out of fashion. Clophill Mill, in the late 19th and early 20th century 
probably ground grain for animal meal.

To get enough water to drive a mill it was usually
necessary to to divert a stream along a raised
channel so that eventually the height of the water
in the channel was above the level of the stream.
On the map of the waterway system (fig 1) the
River Flitt approaches Clophill to the west of the
A6 road near the filling station. Here there is a weir
that spills off excess flow. The river passes under
the A6 and A507 roads and then under the new
bridge by The Green. If you view the area from the
footbridge you can see that the banks of the river
have been raised above the field level. Indeed the
drainage ditch passes under the river in a tunnel.
Further along, the dashed line in fig 1 shows the
original course of the river. It has been diverted to
the mill along a new channel that has been built up
to form the millstream or leat. A sluice gate
controls the flow of water to the mill by diverting
excess flow in times of high rainfall. By the time
the millstream has reached the mill it is about eight
feet higher than the original stream. This difference
in height is used to drive the mill wheel.

Clophill also had a windmill. The Victoria
County History, that was written between 1904 and
1918, records:- "... to the west of the village, at a
short distance from the main road, stands an
ancient windmill built of timber; the shape is
peculiar, for the body is built like an ordinary barn
with gables at the end. The mill sails used to be supported on large cross-beams which are attached
to a square wooden turret with a low-pointed roof, which projects from the roof of the barn at the 
west end. " It is shown on a map of 1890 and was where Moore's Close is today (technically, in 
Maulden but this end of Maulden
seems to have always associated
itself with Clophill.).

A local mill that is well worth
visiting is Stotfold Mill. It has
been fully restored and is fully
functioning.
(www.stotfoldmill.com) If you
look carefully at two of the large
gearwheels in the mill you will see
embossed on them the words "J.
Burroughs, Clophill". J. Burroughs
is recorded as the Miller at Clophill
in the 1841 and 1851 censuses.
Usually it is the foundry's name that is embossed on the casting but in this case it appears to be the 
millers. So at some time these wheels were moved from Clophill to the mill at Stotfold.

Photo 3 The gear drives of Clophill Mill

Photo 4 The millstones of Clophill Mill

Fig 1 The waterways of Clophill


