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INTRODUCTION

The Thompson Mill Site is located along the west bank of the Kaskaskia River in rural
Dry Point Township, Shelby County, Illinois, approximately four miles east of the town of
Cowden. From 1843 to 1914, the site was occupied by a water-powered gristmill, which, for a
time, served as a focal point for a small rural service community known as Hart. The Thompson
Mill Bridge, which was erected in 1868 and is one of five covered bridges remaining in Illinois,
is located immediately downstream from the mill site. This cultural resources evaluation was
conducted at the request of Michael and Deana Dunaway, who are the owners of the land on
which the Thompson Mill Site is located. The Dunaways’ concern for the site was sparked by
Holland Energy’s recent construction of a pumping station for an electrical “peaker” plant
directly opposite the site. The construction of the pumping station involved considerable
excavation along the riverbank and within the river itself, and several large timbers associated
with the old milldam were dislodged in the process. The goals of the cultural resources
evaluation of the Thompson Mill Site were as follows: to document the location of the mill;
provide a brief history of the facility; and to assess the possible presence and significance of
archaeological remains. Documentary research was conducted at the Shelby County Courthouse,
Shelbyville Public Library, Illinois State Archives, and Illinois State Library.

RESULTS OF ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

The Thompson Mill Site is located in the NE¼, NE¼ of Section 1, Township 9 North and
Range 3 East of the Third Principal Meridian (Dry Point Township). Prior to Euro-American
settlement, this tract was located within a broad band of timber bordering the Kaskaskia River.
The Kaskaskia commonly was referred to as the ‘Okaw” during this period, following a
nickname given it by the French. The original federal land survey of Township 9 North, Range 3
East depicts Section 1 as being covered with timber, and the surveyor’s notes report the presence
of maple, elm, black oak, and white oak on the tract. The survey plat shows no improvements
on, or in the vicinity of the Thompson Mill Site, though this not too surprising, considering that
the survey was conducted prior to large-scale Euro-American settlement in Shelby County
(Shelby County Surveyor’s Notes 1870:26-27). On February 11, 1839, John Thompson,
Benjamin Tallman, and Salmon Groover purchased the E½, NW¼ of Section 1 (comprising
79.97 acres) from the United States government (Illinois Public Domain Land Tract Sales
Database).

In 1843, John Thompson and Rand Higgins constructed a water-powered gristmill on the
west bank of the Kaskaskia River within the E½, NW¼ of Section 1. An 1881 county history
states that this mill was the first one built in the area and “supplied a want long felt as a corn and
saw mill for the neighborhood.” Prior to that time, local residents had had to travel a
considerable distance to mill their grain (Brink, McDonough, and Company 1881:290).

It was not until the early 1850s that John Thompson actually obtained clear title to the
mill site. Benjamin Tallman and Salmon Groover each owned a third interest in the E½, NW¼
of Section 1 with Thompson; yet, neither man had any direct involvement with the mill and, as
of 1850, both were residing outside of Illinois. Seeking to resolve this situation, Thompson filed
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a petition with the Shelby County Circuit Court in August 1850 requesting that the land be
partitioned equitably between the three men. The petition noted that Thompson had “erected at
his own expense, a mill upon said land” and requested that “his portion of the said land could be
set apart to him, so as to embrace said mill without affecting, in any way, the rights of the other
two proprietors.” The court granted this request and called for the appointment of three
commissioners to fairly apportion the land in question. Rand Higgins1 had provided testimony to
the effect that Thompson “had entirely at his own cost and expense improved said land, by the
erection of a valuable mill, upon the same, and that said improvement was made in one corner of
said land, so that one third thereof could be set apart to said petitioner, and include said mill,
without affecting the rights of the other proprietors” (Shelby County Deed Record B3:255). The
case was continued after Benjamin Tallman submitted his own petition for the partitioning of the
land in August 1852, naming John Thompson and Salmon Groover as defendants. Tallman
basically asked for the same resolution Thompson had—an equitable division of the property—
and acknowledged that the E½, NW¼ of Section 1 had been “greatly improved by the money
and labor of … John Thompson, and by the erection of a mill and dam, thereon….” (Shelby
County Deed Record B3:378). The court once again appointed three commissioners to partition
the land, which was finalized in January 1853. The commissioners awarded the northern 20
acres of the E½, NW¼ of Section 1 to John Thompson, the center 30 acres to Benjamin Tallman,
and the southern 29.97 acres to Salmon Groover. Thompson’s tract measured 80 rods (1320
feet) east/west by 40 rods (660 feet) north/south) (Shelby County Deed Record B3:405).

Unfortunately, the industrial schedule for the 1850 federal census of Shelby County does
not include a listing for mill run by John Thompson. Thompson’s involvement in the milling
industry, however, is clearly indicated by the population schedule, which notes his occupation as
“milling.” The population schedule reports that Thompson was 46 years old, married, and
owned real estate valued at $2,000, and was a native of Pennsylvania. His wife Almira was one
year older and had been born in New Hampshire. The couple had three daughters residing with
them, along with a 76-year-old Vermonter who may have been Almira’s father. Based on the
birthplaces of their children, John and Almira Thompsons had lived in Ohio throughout much of
the 1820s and 1830s, before moving to Illinois 1835-1838. The Thompsons also had two older
sons living in separate, but nearby, households to theirs. The sons, Joseph S. (age 25) and
Harvey (age 22), both reported their occupations as “milling” in the census, and they presumably
were working at their father’s mill. Harvey Thompson had a non-related grocery keeper named
[?] Banning residing with him. Isaac J. Winston, a blacksmith from Tennessee, occupied a
residence in between the Thompson brothers (USBC 1850b:184). These four households (those
of John, Joseph, and Harvey Thompson and Isaac Winston) stand out in a population that
otherwise was overwhelmingly engaged in agriculture, and they represent the core of an early
rural service community that developed around Thompson Mill during this period. This
community provided milling, blacksmithing, and mercantile services to the surrounding rural
population.

On September 7, 1857, John and Almira Thompson sold 6 acres off the north end of the
E½, NW¼ of Section 1, “including the mill and mill seat,” to Michael Cokenower for $1,000

1 By this time, Higgins appears to have been operating his own saw and gristmill in Shelbyville, independent of John
Thompson. The 1850 industrial census reports Higgins as having invested $3,000 in his mill, which had sawn 800
logs and ground 500 bushels of flour and 2,000 bushels over the course of the year (USBC 1850a:627).
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Shelby County Deed Record 20:619). The “mill seat” referenced in this sale was distinct from
the mill building itself and referred to the physical location of the mill—or more specifically to
the point at which the river had been dammed to generate power for the mill. Individuals
holding claim to a mill seat had legal permission to maintain a dam across a waterway. Hence,
in the case of the Thompson Mill, the seat was as important as the mill itself, and subsequent
deed records for the property consistently refer to both the “mill and mill seat.” On September
15, 1858, Michael Cokenower sold the 6 acres surrounding the Thompson Mill to William A.
Phillips for $680. Due a mistake in wording, the two deeds signed between Thompson and
Cokenower and between Cokenower and Phillips had to be corrected in a separate master-in-
chancery instrument filed in 1865 (Shelby County Deed Record 21:344; Chancery Record
B:149).

The Thompson Mill is not listed in the 1860 census’ industrial schedule for the southern
division of Shelby County. More significantly, none of the individuals reported as living in the
vicinity of the mill in the census’ population schedule having milling occupations. William A.
Phillips, who had purchased the mill property from Michael Cokenower in 1858, reported his
occupation as a rent farmer, rather than as a miller. Age 31 and a Virginian by birth, Phillips was
residing in a household next to Joseph Thompson, along with his wife Mary A. and an infant
daughter. The name, age, and birthplace of Phillips’s wife match that of John and Almira
Thompson’s middle daughter, which presents the possibility that he had married into the family.
Phillips reported no real estate holdings to the census taker, though he did claim personal
property valued at $500. Joseph Thompson also was farming, and he was reported in the census
as owning $4,000 worth of real estate and personal property valued at $800. His brother Harvey,
who resided in an adjacent household, was a rent farmer and owned no real estate and $350
worth of personal property. John Thompson, the builder of the Thompson Mill, had died in
January 1859. His widow Almira was residing alone in 1860, several doors away from her sons,
and was earning a living as a schoolteacher (USBC 1860b:450).

The apparent absence of an active mill and millers at Thompson Mill in the 1860 census
is perplexing, considering that the 1881 county history states that, “A post-office, called Hart,
was opened at the mill in 1860; it was kept by W. Jackson Banning” (Brink, McDonough, and
Company 1881:290). A farmer named William Banning is listed in the 1860 census as residing
in the immediate vicinity of the mill site, four households away from Harvey Thompson (USBC
1860b:451). The 1881 county history does indicate that the Thompson Mill “was destroyed and
rebuilt in 1862” (Brink, McDonough, and Company 1881:290). This statement seems to suggest
that the destruction of and the rebuilding of the mill both occurred in 1862, though it may only
imply that it was rebuilt that year. If the mill had been destroyed several years prior to this, it
would explain why the facility in not listed in the 1860 industrial census and why William
Phillips was farming at that time. Regardless of the date of destruction of the original mill, its
proprietor likely had a real inducement to rebuild in 1862, on account of the increased production
and value of grain fueled by the American Civil War.

In November 1865, William A. and Mary A. Phillips sold the 6 acres surrounding the
mill and mill seat to Reuben L. Lillie and William H. Middleton for $500. Less than two years
later, on May 10, 1867, Middleton sold his interest in the mill property to Lillie for $433 (Shelby
County Deed Record 33:401, 48:154). In 1868, a covered bridge was constructed across the
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Kaskaskia River a short distance downstream from the mill. The span cost $2,500 to construct
and was named the “Thompson Mill Bridge.” At the time of its construction, the bridge
provided the only crossing point over the Kaskaskia in Shelby County south of Shelbyville. The
road it was located upon was an early route between Effingham and Springfield (Illinois
Department of Transportation and Illinois State Historical Society 1972).

The population schedule for the 1870 census places Reuben Lillie in the vicinity of
Thompson Mill and reports him as a 50-year miller who was a native of Ohio, had a wife named
Nancy, and a 10-year-old daughter named Antonia (“Donia”). Lillie claimed no real or personal
property, possibly because he had mortgaged his mill property to John Tackett earlier in the year.
Another miller named W. R. Jaqueth occupied one of the adjoining residences and likely worked
at Lillie’s mill. Interestingly, the census listed Joseph Thompson (whose household preceded
Reuben Lillie’s in the census) as a retired dry goods merchant, as opposed to a farmer as the
1860 census had. Thompson had apparently had entered the mercantile business at some point
between 1860 and 1870. We do not know whether his store was located at Thompson Mill/Hart,
though this is a possibility. The 1870 census indicates that Thompson owned $4,000 worth of
real estate and personal property valued at $4,500 (USBC 1870:1; Shelby County Mortgage
Record 6:583). There is no industrial census available for Shelby County in 1870, so we know
nothing about the level of production at this time.

Reuben Lillie died on October 27, 1870. In order to pay her husband’s outstanding debts,
Nancy Lillie was forced to sell all of her property, which consisted of the 6 acres off the north
end of the E½, NW¼ of Section 1 (the mill tract), another 5 acres in the NE¼, NW¼ of Section
1 (lying northwest of the river), and a 1-acre tract in the SE¼, SW¼ of Section 36 in Township
10 North, Range 3 East. Probate records indicate that Lillie had died owning a “flour mill and
that said mill is standing on land which the said is entitled to as a homestead….” (Shelby County
Court Journal I:96). On December 21, 1872 a public auction was held at Lillie’s (formerly
Thompson) mill, which resulted in David Rowland providing a high bid of $1,000 for the 6 acres
surrounding the mill and the 5 acres NE¼, NW¼ of Section 1 (Shelby County Court Journal
I:145). William H. Middleton and Nancy Lillie, acting as administrator’s for the estate of
Reuben Lillie, deeded the property to Rowland that very day. Four days after the auction,
however, Rowland sold the same 11 acres back to Nancy Lillie for $1,000. In April of the
following year, Lillie sold the 11 acres to Joseph L. Thompson for $2,050. The mill thus
returned once more to the Thompson family (Shelby County Deed Record 50:269, 279; 57:316).

The Thompson Mill is marked on the 1875 atlas of Shelby County with a star, which was
a standard symbol for a mill on atlases published during this period. The initials “G” and “M”
are marked to either side of the star, indicating its function as a gristmill.2 The atlas also shows a
number of houses clustered around the covered bridge over the Kaskaskia River. One dwelling
is on the west bank of the river, while four others appear on the east bank (Warner and Beers
1875:9).

On April 14, 1876, Joseph Thompson sold one-half interest in the 6 acres surrounding the
Thompson mill and 10.2 additional acres to Nathan Syfert for $1,650 (Shelby County Deed

2 A sawmill illustrated on Section 12 of Dry Point Township is marked with a star and the initials “S M” (Warner
and Beers 1875:9).
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Record 61:359). Thompson died on October 9, 1876, and his remaining half interest in the 6-
acre mill tract subsequently was sold at public auction to settle the estate. Nathan Syfert bid
$667 for the tract, and the property was deeded over to him on July 21, 1877 (Shelby County
Deed Record 62:280). His ownership of the mill proved to be relatively short-term, however. In
May 1879 Syfert and his wife sold the mill tract, plus the 10.2 acres previously purchased from
Joseph Thompson, to Jacob A. Wright for $2,500 (Shelby County Deed Record 67:440).

Wright’s mill is one of two such establishments reported in Dry Point Township in the
industrial schedule for the 1880 census. The industrial schedule indicates that the mill was
water-powered and operated with a Walker wheel, which had a 3-½’ breadth, made 80
revolutions per minute, and provided 30 horsepower. The facility had two run (or sets) of
millstones, and could grind 100 bushels of grain a day. Like many mills, Wright’s operation did
not operate year-round. Business was seasonal, and the mill’s ability to operate was contingent
upon water-flow in the Kaskaskia. The census indicates that the mill ran full-time for eight
months, halftime for two months, and was idle the remaining two months of the year. At peak
operation, Wright hired on three hands, paying $2.00 per day for a skilled mechanic and $.75 a
day for an ordinary laborer. Altogether, he paid out $300 in wages for the year (USBC 1880a:9).
The population schedule reports Jacob Wright as a 48-year-old miller, who had a wife named
Rachel (age 42), and three sons named William W. (age 19), John (age 13), and Abner (age 9).
A niece named Rachel A. Frankling also was residing with the family. The Wright’s household
appears in the census rolls immediately after that of the Lucinda Thompson, Joseph Thompson’s
widow (USBC 1880b:1880:43).

Jacob Wright’s mill also is referenced and illustrated on the survey records for an 1885
survey of a road running north from the Fayette-Shelby County line to the Thompson Mill
Bridge. The last measurement provided by the survey record terminates at the “Bridge over
Okaw [Kaskaskia] River at Wright’s Mill.” Interestingly, the surveyor provided a representative
three-dimensional drawing of the mill, illustrating it as a front-gabled structure (Shelby County
Record of Road Plats 1:14). A second survey plat for the same road refers to the “bridge over
Okaw near ‘Thompson’s Mill;’” this shows that the mill was still occasionally referred to by its
original name, despite being under different ownership (Shelby County Surveyor’s Record 2:2).

At some point in the late 1880s, ownership of the mill passed to Samuel Roland, possibly
as a result of Jacob Wright defaulting on a mortgage. Following Roland’s death, the
administrators of his estate sold the 6-acre mill tract to John B. Mansfield for $550 in 1890. In a
separate transaction, Mansfield also purchased 10.2 acres in NE¼, NW¼ of Section 1.
Mansfield retained ownership of the mill property until 1899, when he sold it and the adjoining
10.2 acres to William Sickles for $1,000. Sickles, in turn, sold these same lands to James
Gillmore in January 1900 (Shelby County Deed Record 176:306-310).

The 1900 population census of Dry Point Township places James Gillmore in the vicinity
of Thompson Mill. Born in Illinois in 1859, Gillmore had a wife named Hattie and four children
between the ages of 4 and 11. The census lists his occupation as “miller (gristmill)” and notes
that he owned his home but had it mortgaged (USBC 1900:14B). Soon after the census was
taken, James and Hattie Gillmore sold the mill tract and the 10.2-acre parcel in the NE¼, NW¼
to J. Minton Lankford for $900 (Shelby County Deed Record 132:351). J. M. Lankford later
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sold the two parcels to Ellen Lankford, only to repurchase them in 1906 (Shelby County Deed
Record 140:561, 179:502).

A more recent county history reports that Minton Lankford operated the mill from 1900
to 1914 and kept a general store at the same site (Fritts 1972:7). A 1914 plat book of Shelby
County illustrates a building on the mill tract, which may represent the mill (Ogle 1914). If so, it
represents the last illustration of the mill building, since the structure was torn down that same
year (Fritts 1972:7). In 1915, Dudley C. Smith foreclosed upon the 6-acre mill and the adjoining
10.2 acres after Lankford had defaulted on a 1912 mortgage. These lands were then sold at
public auction and purchased by Smith, who assigned them to John D. Miller in 1916 (Shelby
County Mortgage Record 82:477; Deed Record 138:474).

There are two historic photographs known to exist of the Thompson Mill, neither of
which is dated. The earlier of these possibly was taken during the late nineteenth or very early
twentieth century. Taken from a point downstream, the photograph shows the mill building as a
two-story, front-gabled, frame structure standing on posts or pilings above the river. The
building appears to have been built in two episodes, with the eastern end being older. A wood-
cribbed chamber containing the tub mill appears beneath the eastern section of the building. A
dam formed with horizontal log cribbing is shown extending across the full width of the river
(Fritts 1972:7). The second photograph was taken by Orville Langford circa 1910 from the bluff
top overlooking the mill site. It suggests that mill building, or at least its eastern end, was rebuilt
after the earlier photograph was taken. The rebuilding is indicated by the fact that the eastern
end of the building is covered with shed roof, whereas the earlier view shows a continuous front-
gabled roof across the entire structure (Langford [1910]).
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Table 1

Partial Chain-of-Title
Thompson Mill Site (1839-1916)

DATE GRANTOR GRANTEE INSTR. PROPERTY COST BOOK:PAGE
11 Feb. 1839 United States John Thompson, Salmon

Grover, and Benjamin
Tallman

Federal Deed E½, NW¼, Section 1, Township 9 North,
Range 3 East (79.97 acres)

$100 ----

13 January 1853 John Hodson, Jacob
Perryman, and William
Banning (commissioners)

John Thompson Deed 20 acres off north side of E½, NW¼, Section 1 ---- B-3:405

7 Sept. 1857 John and Almira Thompson Michael Cokenower
[Cocanour]

W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

$1,000 20:619

15 Sept. 1858 Michael Cokenower William A. Phillips W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

$680 21:344

18 Nov. 1865 W. R. Read (Master in
Chancery)

William A. Phillips Master’s
Deed

6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

---- Chancery
Record B:149

18 Nov. 1865 William A. and Mary A.
Phillips

Reuben L. Lillie and
William H. Middleton

W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

$500 33:401

10 May 1867 William H. Middleton Reuben L. Lillie W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

$433 48:154

21 Dec. 1872 William H. Middleton and
Nancy Lillie (administrators)

David Rowland Admin. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1;
and 5 acres lying northwest of the river in the
NE¼, NW¼ Section 1

$1,000 50:269

25 Dec. 1872 David Rowland Nancy H. Lillie W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1;
and 5 acres lying northwest of the river in the
NE¼, NW¼ Section 1

$1,000 50:279

16 April 1873 Nancy H. Lillie Joseph L. Thompson W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1;
and 5 acres lying northwest of the river in the
NE¼, NW¼ Section 1

$2,050 57:316
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24 Aug. 1876 Joseph L. and Lucinda
Thompson

Nathan Syfert W. Deed Half interest in 6 acres off north end of E½,
NW¼, Section 1; and 10.20 acres

$1,650 61:359

21 July 1877 W. W. Hess (Master in
Chancery)

Nathan Syfert Master’s
Deed

Undivided half of 6 acres off north end of E½,
NW¼, Section 1, including mill and mill seat

$667 62:280

19 May 1879 Nathan and Mary Ann Syfert Jacob A. Wright W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$2,500 67:440

21 Dec. 1890 J. H. and E. A. Christy
(administrators)

John B. Mansfield W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat

$550 176:306

27 Jan. 1899 John B. Mansfield William Sickles W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$1,000 176:308

26 Jan. 1900 William Sickles James M. Gillmore W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$900 176:310

9 July 1900 James M. and Hattie A.
Gillmore

J. M. Lankford W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$900 132:351

27 August 1900 J. M. Lankford Ellen Lankford W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$400 140:561

20 April 1906 Ellen Lankford J. M. Lankford W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$500 179:502

23 Feb. 1911 James M. and Hattie A.
Gillmore

J. M. Lankford W. Deed 6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1,
including mill and mill seat; also 10.20 acres

$800 176:311

6 Sept. 1916 F. R. Dove (Master in
Chancery)

John D. Miller Master’s
Deed

6 acres off north end of E½, NW¼, Section 1;
10.20 acres in the NE¼, NW¼ Section 1

---- 138:474
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RESULTS OF FIELD INVESTIGATION

Personnel from Fever River Research visited the Thompson Mill Site on June 2, 2003
and spent 2-1/2 hours conducting a pedestrian survey of the site in the company of the
landowner, Mike Dunaway. At present, the old 6-acre mill tract is mostly cleared agricultural
land used for row crop production. Scattered trees line the riverbank. The former site of the mill
is clearly demarcated by a line of stone rubble, which extends across the width of the Kaskaskia
and creates a distinct breakwater in the river. The rubble is not natural, but represents the
remnants of the stone backing or infill used on the milldam. The line of stone is obvious even to
the casual observer, and it even appears on the construction plans for Holland Energy’s pumping
station, which reference the feature as an “existing stone weir” (Parsons Energy and Chemical
Group 2000). When the pumping station was constructed, a trench was excavated out into the
river, bisecting the south end of the dam remains. During the course of this work, three hewn
logs were dislodged from around the dam. These are now in the possession of Mike Dunaway.
One of the logs measures 11’ long and 8” in diameter; the second is 11’-9” long and 10”
diameter; and the third is 25’ long and has a 14” diameter. The longs are in the round, except for
their ends, which are hewn into a dovetail shape and drilled with a 2-¼” hole to accommodate a
wood dowel. An intact section of lighter-weight cribbing associated with the milldam still
extends out from the west bank of the river.

The field investigation found considerable stone and brick debris scattered along the
riverbank, directly on-line with the milldam. No other stone was observed along the riverbank to
either side of this area, which suggests that the debris is not natural outwash; instead, it likely
represents dislodged stone from the dam or perhaps was associated with a retaining wall/ramp
leading to the mill building. A number of artifacts were recovered along the bank scattered with
stone, including whole soft-mud brick, machine-cut nails (3” and 4” in length), and
miscellaneous metal debris. There was no evidence of the mill superstructure itself, though this
is not entirely surprising given that it was located on posts/pilings extending out over the river.
Since the mill site is located in a bottomland that floods annually, there is a distinct possibility
that some structural remains (such as posts or post molds) are buried within the riverbank. A
comparison of historic and present-day photographs of the mill site suggests that a considerable
amount of alluvium has been deposited since circa 1900.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Archival and published records provide extensive evidence as to the existence and
location of the Thompson Mill. The presence of a “mill and mill seat” on the north 6 acres of the
E½, NW¼ of Section 1 in Dry Point Township is consistently mentioned in deed records, even
those post-dating the demolition of the mill. We also have visual evidence of the mill and its
location in the form of road survey records, county atlases, and photographs. Census records
provide information on the mill’s scale of operation and on the millers who operated it.
Moreover, we have physical evidence of the mill, most notably in respect to its dam.
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The Thompson Mill was in operation from 1843 to 1914 and was rebuilt at least once, if
not twice, in its long history. The mill had a water-powered tub wheel, which spun horizontally
in a frame chamber as water dropped down upon it from the pond created by the dam (It thus
stands in contrast to an overshot or undershot wheel, which spins vertically). The milldam
appears to have been formed by a series of rectangular log cribs. The logs were laid
horizontally, and their ends were notched and connected with dowels. Stone was then dropped
into (and possibly against) the cribs to weigh them down and keep in place. This type of dam
construction was very common in Illinois during the nineteenth century.

Except for the dam, the structural remains of the mill appear to be fairly limited. The
mill building itself was set on posts above the river, and hence nothing remains of the
superstructure. Even so, there is strong possibly that the lower part of the posts on which the
building sat are intact and buried within the riverbed or riverbank. The same may be true of the
tub wheel powering the mill. Archaeological excavations of the Rutledge-Cameron saw and
gristmill at New Salem (Sangamon County, Illinois) during the 1930s, for example, found
considerable structural remains buried in the riverbed. Although constituting only a portion of
the mill complex, these remains nonetheless provided extensive data on the mill and milldam and
proved invaluable in their reconstruction. The logs that were dislodged during construction of
Holland Energy’s pumping station provide some indication of the potential archaeological
integrity of the Thompson Mill Site. There also a possibility that subsurface features associated
with the mill may exist in the bottomland to the north of the mill. These features may include
privies, trash pits, and possibly structural remains from ancillary outbuildings. In addition to its
role as a milling facility, the site also was occupied by a store, and it is possible that the
blacksmith mentioned in the 1850 census had his shop adjacent to the mill. In the event these
archaeological resources do exist and have good integrity, the Thompson Mill Site may
potentially be eligible to the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion C (architecture,
in respect to the mill) and Criterion D (archaeology). Until the site limits can be more accurately
defined, the Thompson Mill Site should be considered to cover the 6 acres that were historically
part of the mill tract, as well as that portion of the Kaskaskia River over which the mill and dam
extended and constituted the “mill seat.”
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Figure 1. United States Geological Survey (USGS) topographic map showing the location
of the Thompson Mill Site (USGS Fancher, IL Quadrangle 1981).
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Figure 2. Copy of the United States General Land Office (USGLO) plat of Township 9
North, Range 3 East of the Third Principal Meridian (Dry Point Township). The site of the
Thompson Mill has been indicated (Shelby County Surveyor’s Field Notes 1870:27).

THOMPSON MILL
SITE
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Figure 3. Detail from an 1875 county atlas showing the location of Thompson's Mill, which
is designated by a star. The cluster of the buildings around the mill represents the rural
hamlet known as Hart. The road passing by the mill crossed the Kaskaskia River by way
of the Thompson Covered Bridge (Warner and Beers 1875:9).
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Figure 4. Close-up of the previous figure. As noted in the key below, mill sites in the 1875
county atlas are designated with a star (Warner and Beers 1875:9).
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Figure 5. Modern-day view of the Thompson Mill Covered Bridge, which is located a short
distance southwest of the Thompson Mill Site. The bridge was constructed in 1868 (FRR
June 2003).

Figure 6. Interior view of the covered bridge, showing the Howe truss system utilized in its
construction (FRR April 2003).
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Figure 7. Handbill advertising the public sale of one-half interest of in the Thompson Mill
in July 1877. The sale resulted from the need to settle Joseph L. Thompson’s estate (Shelby
County Probate Record).
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Figure 8. An 1885 surveyor's map and notes for a road running between Holliday (on the
Shelby-Fayette County line) and the Thompson Mill Bridge. Although the Thompson Mill
is not illustrated on the map, the last line in the surveyor’s notes references the “Bridge
over Okaw near ‘Thompsons Mill’” (see underlined section) (Shelby County Surveyor’s
Record 2:2).
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