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TUCK MILL, PAYHEMBURY, DEVON 
 

HISTORIC BUILDING APPRAISAL 

 

 

Generally 

This appraisal has been compiled to provide some historical and technical background 

information on the mill building and surviving working parts of Tuck Mill, Payhembury, to 

inform proposals for conversion of the mill building to new use.  It is based on site visits 

made by the writer on 25 April and 16 and 24 October 2012. 

 

Tuck Mill is listed, Grade II – see Appendix.  There are inaccuracies with regard to the 

spelling of the millwright’s name, the date on the waterwheel and reference to millstones 

as ‘grindstones’ in the listing description.   

 

This appraisal is intended to be read with drawings and photographs attached. 

 

Location 

Tuck Mill is located in the valley of the river Tale, a tributary of the river Otter, about 1km 

west-south-west of Payhembury village.  The mill and adjoining miller’s house are sited at 

the edge of the western flood plain of the river, in a bend in the minor road that runs from 

Tale towards the village.  The site stands at a little over 71m above Ordnance Datum at 

NGR ST 0779 0117.    

 

Historical background 

No detailed historical research has been undertaken for this appraisal; the following notes 

are compiled from published sources collected by the writer.  In Domesday Book (1086) 

two mills were recorded on two separate manors which formed part of the later parish of 

Payhembury.  One mill valued at 5s is listed under Tale; the other, at the lower value of 

40d, is listed under Hanberie, identified as Payhembury.
1
 A mill on the manor of 

Haumbire (Payhembury) is referred to in 1238
2
 and in 1269 there were two mills on the 

manor of Tale,
3
 which was held by Forde Abbey in the Middle Ages.  Without further 

detailed research it is not possible to confirm which historic manor held Tuck Mill, 

although the location of the mill and its watercourse suggests it may have been in Tale.  

The site appears therefore to be of ancient foundation.  The name ‘tuck’ suggests that at 

some time in its history the mill was a tucking mill, for fulling woollen cloth, and a nearby 

field is called Rackhayes, indicating where newly fulled cloth was stretched on tenter-

frames to dry.  Tuck Mill Farm, which is located on the east side of the Tale some 350m 

NNE of Tuck Mill, appears to be a 19th century water-powered agricultural installation.
4
 

Tuck Mill latterly worked as a corn mill; in 1808 it was advertised to be let for a term of 14 

years and described as consisting of two wheels and three pairs of millstones.
5
 At that time 

the mill appears to have been part of the Escot Estate.  In 1850 the miller was Edmund 

Frost (White’s Directory) and from the late 19th century the mill was run by the Granger 

family.  The last working waterwheel on the mill was installed in 1899 (see below) and 

milling ceased in either 1934 or 1938 (Stags sales brochure 2012). 

                                                           
1
 Thorn, C & F. 1985. Domesday Book Devon 

2
 Reichel, O.J (editor). 1912: Devon Feet of Fines 1.  Richard 1 – Henry III, 1196-1272, No.310 

3 Hobbs, Steven (editor). 1998: The Cartulary of Forde Abbey, No.373 
4
 Wilson, R.E. 1978: Water Mills in East Devon. Devon & Cornwall Notes & Queries, 34.1, 34-5   

5
 Exeter Flying Post 18 Feb 1808, 4  (I am indebted to Martin Bodman for this reference) 
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Description 

Water supply: 

Tuck Mill was fed by a leat, an artificial watercourse, which is taken off the river Tale 

some 600m north of the site.  The take-off point and course of the leat have not been 

investigated for this appraisal.  However, the leat is still live, although the flow appears 

variable.  Close to the mill the leat turns through about 90
o
 (a familiar feature in Devon) 

and ends in a stone and brick built structure at the upstream end of the wheelpit.  The 

waterwheel, which was located externally on the north gable end, was overshot, being fed 

by a timber launder (trough) which extended from the end of the leat out over the wheel.  

The launder and its supporting structure have gone; a beam recess in the pit wall indicates 

where the trough was supported over the wheel.  The spindle of the penstock control, with 

two pinions attached, still projects through the pit wall over the wheelpit.  Several 

millstone fragments are built into the face of the stone structure at the leat end.  

 

The wheelpit is stone-lined, about 1.8m wide and extends the full length of the gable end 

of the mill building.  There were formerly two waterwheels in line in the pit, the lower 

wheel having been removed and a single storey extension which contained the dairy 

having been built over the lower end of the wheelpit and start of the tailrace.  From map 

evidence, this was before the end of the 19th century.  Two-wheeled mills were once 

relatively common in south-west England and it was usually the lower wheel that was 

removed first, the upper being the more efficient and only requiring a short launder to feed 

it.  The former wheelshaft opening for the lower wheel has been closed in brickwork and is 

visible in the north-east corner on the ground floor of the mill.      

 

The tailrace exits below the dairy extension, beneath a brick arch, the water flowing via a 

fairly straight channel to the river Tale just upstream of the road bridge.  

  

Building: 

The mill adjoins the north end of the mill house (Figure 1).  Both buildings have seen 

several changes and rebuilds, the present mill being taller than the house.  The mill is about 

7.2m by 6.8m on plan internally, and contains three floors and a loft gallery.  The front 

(east) and rear (west) walls are predominantly built of brick and the north gable end is of 

stone up to about 1m over the first floor window head and brick above.  The walls are 

rendered and painted externally and internally.  The building is a three bay structure, with 

two principal beams running west-east at first and second floor levels, with slim deep joists 

spanning between them.  The ground floor is concrete.  The front door is a stable-type, 

vertically boarded with good forged flame- and round-ended strap hinges and a wooden 

stock lock.  The hurst (the timber frame that supports the millstones and encloses the 

primary machinery) is confined to the north-west corner of the north bay at ground floor 

level and the machinery on the first (stone) floor is largely confined to the north-west 

corner also, except for sack traps in centre bay and the roller/plate mill at first floor level.   

 

There are timber steps up from the ground to the first floor and a long ladder up to the loft 

gallery, which stands 1.52m above the second floor, level with the top of the roof tie 

beams.   There are deep flat-bottomed grain bins in all three bays on both sides of gallery.  

That in the south bay on the west side is reduced by the width of the ladder way, its south 

end boarded with circular-sawn boards, and the gallery floor extends over half of bin on 

east side of the same bay. 
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The roof structure comprises two trusses with queen post-type verticals between the tie 

beams and collars, into which they are tenoned and pegged, to allow clear access along the 

gallery for handling sacks, with jowled king posts rising from the collars to the ridge.  

There are three rows of purlins located on cleats on the backs of the principals and a 

diagonally-set ridge purlin.  The roof timbers are all of softwood.  The roof slopes are clad 

with butt-jointed softwood boards laid over purlins and the roof is slated externally, with a 

tiled ridge and timber barge boards to the gable ends. 

 

The working parts: 

The waterwheel has been partially demolished, its cast-iron shrouds being piled up 

alongside the wheelpit.  Not all were clearly visible but they are in broken, rather than 

dismantled, sections.  The square iron wheelshaft with two circular cast-iron naves 

(centres) fixed to it is still in place, although the outer end has dropped due to decay of its 

timber bearing support.  The waterwheel was overshot, approximately 3.6m (12ft) in 

diameter by 1.38m (4ft 6in) wide.  The name and date W. MICKELBURGH   HONITON 

1899 is embossed on two of the broken castings.  There were formerly six shroud sections 

forming each side of the wheel, carried on six timber arms.  The shrouds carried 36 timber 

buckets, each made up of three boards.  None of the timberwork survives.   

 

Inside the pit wall is a stone-lined cog pit 76cm wide with a 35cm wide stone shelf against 

the wall, on which rear bridge posts sit.  The foot of the upright shaft is carried on a braced 

timber structure and these timbers are generally decayed and unstable on the edge of the 

cog pit.  The pitwheel is mounted towards the inner end of the wheelshaft (see Figure 3 for 

naming of parts).  It is a bevel gear about 2.4m in diameter, with a cast-iron centre, six 

timber arms and a cast-iron bevel cog ring which carried approximately timber 84 cogs.  

These mesh with the teeth of the cast-iron wallower, the bevel gear mounted on the timber 

upright shaft.  This shaft, which is pine, is circular at its foot, square where the wallower 

and spurwheel are mounted and octagonal above first floor level.  The spurwheel, from 

which the drives to the two pairs of millstones are taken, has a cast-iron centre with six 

arms, to the outer ends of which are bolted timber cants and a cog ring which carries about 

78 cogs.  The drives to the millstones, on the upstream and downstream sides of the 

spurwheel, are by cast-iron pinions – stone nuts – each with 18 teeth.  Either or both the 

stone nuts can be raised out or lowered into mesh with the spurwheel cogs by jacking 

rings, a familiar arrangement. 

 

The hurst (the timber frame that supports the millstones and their drives) occupies the 

north-west corner of the ground floor, an area of about 3.20m long x 2.35m wide off the pit 

wall.  The front face and downstream end are clad with horizontal softwood boards, with 

sheet metal covering lower part.  Entry to cog pit area is made between the rear wall and 

the upstream front bridge post and there is a door in the downstream face.  The carpentry 

of the hurst is plain, with relatively light timbers.  The bridge trees, which carry the foot 

bearings of the millstone drives, are tenoned through the front posts, with forged stirrups 

and captive spanners on threaded rods to adjust the gap between the millstones (tentering).   

There are neat metal screw-type crook string adjusters (for controlling the grain feed into 

the millstones).  The ground meal from both pairs of millstones was fed via meal spouts 

into a horizontal screw conveyor (creeper) which is slung on forged hangers in front of 

hurst.  This, and the millstone type, indicates that they were last used for grinding animal 

feed, both sets of stones feeding into sacks from the creeper. 
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There are two sets of Peak millstones (monolithic stones of Millstone Grit) of about 1.22m 

diameter.  The lower (bedstone) of the upstream pair is cracked across its diameter and its 

top (runner) stone is worn very thin and bound with a sturdy iron hoop.  The downstream 

stones are enclosed in an octagonal tun (case) and were not examined closely.  There is one 

complete set of millstone furniture and some items from the second, although the tun and 

hopper are missing. 

 

The upright shaft rises through the floor between the millstones and carries a cast-iron 

bevel crown wheel near its head.  This gear has approximately 88 very worn wooden cogs.  

From this gear two ancillary drives were taken by cast-iron bevel pinions with 20 teeth on 

horizontal shafts on the upstream and downstream sides.  That on the upstream side is a 

short circular shaft which carries a cast-iron pulley on its outer end, outside the rear wall of 

the mill.  A similar shaft on the downstream side extends the full width of the mill and 

carries four belt wheels internally and one externally.  One of these belt wheels or pulleys 

drove the sack hoist, in the loft above, and another took a belt drive to the plate/roller mill.      

This machine, made by Harrison McGregor & Co Ltd, and a standard catalogue item 

probably of early 20th century date, has seen hard work; it is likely to have been the last 

machine to have worked in the mill.  

 

The sack hoist, in the loft above, was not inspected closely due to the condition of the 

gallery floor.  It appears to be intact, however, with its control mechanism and hoist chain.  

The chain drum is supported on timber posts in the centre of the north bay of the loft. 

 

There are a number of other items connected with the working mill, including some 

displaced millstones and a grindstone, a set of beam scales and a wooden sack posser. 

 

 

Summary appraisal 

Tuck Mill is an interesting survival of a late-19th century corn mill and one of the few 

mills in the district to retain its working parts.  The layout of the waterwheel and drive to 

the millstones is relatively conventional, representing the ‘under-driven spurwheel drive’ 

that was typical of many English corn mills from the late 18th century on (see Figure 3).  

The last use of the mill appears to have been for grinding animal feed.  This is indicated by 

there being two pairs of Peak stones both feeding into sacks via a common screw 

conveyor.  Peak stones were typically used for general milling and gristing, while French 

burr stones, of which only one remains, displaced, in the mill, were used for grinding fine 

flour.  The lack of any ancillary machinery further supports this conclusion.  Latterly it 

appears that animal feed was produced using the plate and roller mill. 

 

The waterwheel carries the name of William Mickelburgh, a Honiton millwright, and the 

date 1899.  It is known that Mickelburgh bought castings for waterwheels and gears from 

one of the Bodley foundries in Exeter.  Some elements of the primary machinery appear 

consistent with this date, suggesting that the mill was extensively refitted at the very end of 

the 19th century.  This is a phenomenon noted elsewhere in Devon, where watermills were 

rebuilt with a traditional mechanical layout, sometimes after a fire, although there is no 

clear evidence of this at Tuck Mill.  Further historical research may provide more 

information.   

 

The oldest part of the mill building is considered to be the lower part of the pit wall, which 

retains evidence of the earlier two-wheel set up.  It is unfortunate that the shroud sections 
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of the waterwheel have been broken and, although broken castings can be repaired by 

welding or stitching, for example, this is highly specialized work and the cost of rebuilding 

the wheel completely is therefore likely to be expensive. 

 

The iron wheelshaft is still in place and, with consolidation and replacement of the outer 

bearing block, could be retained in situ.  Its removal, in whole or part, would be difficult 

without removing or detaching the pitwheel.   

 

Within the mill, the primary gearing and hurst are confined to a small area in the north-

west corner of the ground floor and it is considered that these elements can be retained and 

conserved in situ, with careful repair or replacement of some parts.  There is a certain 

amount of decay and softening of timbers in the structure supporting the upright shaft and 

the lower sections of the hurst frame, which should be subject to careful cleaning down and 

assessment, with timber repairs and replacement carried out where necessary to ensure the 

stability of the working parts.  

 

At first floor level, the upright shaft and working area around the millstones is largely 

confined to the north-west corner, with only the horizontal shaft driven off the downstream 

side of the crown wheel running across the space, inside the gable end.  It would be 

feasible to shorten or remove a section of this shaft if space is at a premium when this area 

is considered for re-use, although the retention of the outside belt wheels should be 

encouraged, as they are considered important to the external appearance of the mill, as a 

functional building.  There is some decay in the area around the millstones and this can be 

repaired and made good as part of the work to the hurst frame.  One complete set of 

millstone furniture and some items from the second also survive, so that it would be 

feasible to clean, conserve and set up a complete working arrangement on one or other of 

the sets of stones.   

 

With regard to the bin floor and loft, the roof structure and height of the gallery make it 

difficult to visualize a new use, other than storage, without major alteration.  It is 

considered that, along with the other working parts on the two lower floors, the sack hoist 

mechanism should be conserved and retained. 

 

The working parts of Tuck Mill are largely confined to discrete areas on both the ground 

and first floors and it is considered that their retention and conservation should form part of 

any scheme to re-use the building.  As with any historic building repair, as much of the 

original fabric should be retained in situ as possible. 

 

 

 
Martin Watts 

Traditional Milling & Millwrighting Specialist   

Historic Building Research & Recording 

1 Trinity Cottages 

Cullompton 

Devon 
EX15 1PE 

01884 34676 

 

30 October 2012  
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Figure 1: Tuck Mill, Payhembury. Ground floor plan 

    From Stags sales brochure plans, not to scale 
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Figure 2: Tuck Mill, Payhembury. First and loft floor plans.  Not to scale 
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Figure 3. Tuck Mill, Payhembury. Naming of working parts 

Diagrammatic: not to scale 
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Appendix 
 

Listing description 

 
Tuck Mill, Payhembury 
Grade: II 
Date Listed: 24 October 1988 
English Heritage Building ID: 86847 
OS Grid Reference: ST0779801176 
OS Grid Coordinates: 307798, 101176 
Latitude/Longitude: 50.8028, -3.3098 
Location: Payhembury, Devon EX14 3HF 
Locality: Payhembury 
Local Authority: East Devon 
County: Devon 
Country: England 
Postcode: EX14 3HF 
PAYHEMBURY 
ST 00 SE 
3/90 Tuck Mill 
- 
- II 
 
Mill and miller's house. The mill is late C19, the house may be earlier but if so it was 
remodelled and enlarged in the late C19. The walls are plastered, older parts maybe cob 
but most is brick; brick and stone rubble stacks topped with C19 and C20 brick; slate roof. 
Plan: L-plan house with mill attached. The main block faces south. The mill is to the right 
with a stream flowing past the end. The ground slopes down gradually from the road to 
the stream but the house and mill are level on a platform and there is a raised pavement 
along the whole front. The house has a 3-room plan. The right room, the kitchen, has rear 
lateral stack and the left room has an axial stack backing onto the centre room. A parlour 
block projects at right angles to rear of the left end facing onto the lane. First is the 
entrance hall and main stair then the parlour with a lateral stack, and at the rear end is a 
store. The house is 2 storeys. The mill is taller. 2 storeys with loft over. 
Exterior: the house section has an irregular 4-window front of mostly C20 casements, the 
latest are uPVC. The canted bay is also C20. The lane front preserves more of the C19 
flavour. There the left gable-end has plain bargeboards and contains a single horned 16-
pane sash. Just behind is the doorway which contains a part-glazed 6-panel door behind 
a brick porch with outer Tudor arch. 
This side has 2 ground floor and one first floor horned 16-pane sash. The front of the mill 
is flush with the front of the house. The raised pavement gives access to a front doorway 
between plain windows. This section is protected by a pent roof on plain posts. 2 plain first 
floor windows and loft loading hatch in the right gable-end. Below is the remains of an 
overshot wheel system. The timber has mostly rotted from the wheel but the cast iron 
frame survives; it is embossed with the stamp of Mickleburgh, Honiton 1889. There is a 
small room over the stream in front. 
Interior: of house has plain carpentry detail and some late C19 joinery. The mill has plain 
C19 carpentry detail and the machinery, the grindstones and other fittings remain intact. 
 
Listing NGR: ST0779801176 
 
Source: English Heritage 

 

 

http://www.britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/england/devon/payhembury
http://www.britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/england/devon
http://www.britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/england
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Tuck Mill and house, from NE 

 

 
N gable of mill – pit wall 

 

 
Embanked leat end and rear of mill 

 

 
Rear of mill, from SW 

 
Wheelpit and wheelshaft 

 

 
Broken waterwheel castings 

 

 
Name and date on wheel castings 
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Boarded hurst in corner of ground floor 

 

 
Hurst face 

 

 
Foot of upright shaft, wallower and pitwheel 

 
Decayed supports for gearing in cog pit 

 

 
Wallower and spurwheel centre 

 

 
Upstream stone nut and spindle with jacking 

ring (disengaging gear)  
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General view of first floor, looking NW 

 

 
NW corner showing upstream stones with 

upright shaft and crown wheel to right 

 

 
Downstream millstones and furniture 

 

 

 

 

 
Downstream layshaft and plate mill to right 

 

 
Loft gallery looking N 

 

 

 
Sack hoist, with hoist chain and sack traps 

 

 


