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WHEATLEY WINDMILL 

The history of Wheatley Windmill is sketchy. The Cripps family, who have owned it since 1857, have 

not kept any business records. There was also once another windmill and cottage in the lane on the site 

of present-day Postmill House. Both mills are shown on the Stanley map of 1911 and the Bryant 

Oxfordshire map of 1824 and on a 19th century watercolour in the ownership of the Cripps family. This 

windmill is a tower mill, built of stone patched with brick, whereas the other mill was a wooden post 

mill. It is likely that the post mill was the older one, since all the authorities on windmill construction 

agree that post mills predate tower mills. In late 1867, Reverend Edward Elton wrote in his diary that 

both windmills had once again been damaged in a storm. The post mill burnt down in 1875. In 

secondary historical records, for instance Jackson’s Oxford Journal, it is difficult to know which 

windmill is being reported. We do know that in 1671, the miller was excused paying a parish rate 

because the mill was ‘in a ruinous condition’. By 1702 a miller named William Jackson was paying a 2 

shilling rate on a mill, so it must have been in working order. In 1760, when Jackson’s Oxford Journal 

reported that Wheatley’s mill had been ‘much damaged by wind and fire’ but was newly rebuilt and 

advertised to let or purchase. It was re-advertised in 1764 and again in 1773, by which time it had 

become ‘nearly new, with house’, possibly the present Windmill Cottage but equally possibly the post 

mill and cottage. The only physical identifier on the building is the iron canister block, made in 1784 at 

the Eagle Foundry in Birmingham or London as the Oxford foundry was not opened until 1812. 

With the nineteenth century, we enjoy the certainty of title deeds. In 1806 John Sheldon bought the mill 

from John Parish for £525 but he sold it the next year, when the advertisement described its capacity as 

eight loads of wheat. For 50 years the mill passed rapidly from one owner to another. Then, in 1857, 

George Cripps of Aston Rowant bought the mill and adjoining cottage (he already owned the post mill). 

After the post mill burnt down in 1875, George Cripps did not rebuild this but patched and carried on 

working the tower mill. Early in the 20th century, according to evidence from postcards, it had lost one 

pair of sails but was still in working order. George’s son Ezra Cripps was by then the miller. Unusually, 

the mill ground ochre from the pits on Shotover as well as wheat. 

After 1914, the mill ceased to be in regular use. Rex Wales reported on it for the Society for the 

Protection of Ancient Buildings in 1932. He wrote ‘The Mill has been allowed to get into a very bad 

state of repair and it would be unwise to attempt any restoration of the fan or sails owing to the rotten 

state of the cap generally.’ In October 1939, lightning struck the mill and cracked the tower. Family lore 

has it that Ezra and Rosina Cripps, asleep in the cottage, were so startled by the noise that they fell out of 

bed. It seemed to be a disaster but in fact it preserved nearly all the iron machinery from patriotic war 

salvage because the tower was too dangerous to enter. When Len Cripps and Wilfred Foreman put their 

heads together about restoration in 1976, there was still plenty to save. Wheatley Windmill Restoration 

Society grew from this encounter. Founded as a voluntary society in 1977, it gained charitable status in 

2000. The inspiration came from results the Chiltern Society was achieving at Lacey Green. In the early 

days, volunteers did valuable work under the direction of Wilfred Foreman, Dr Desmond Kay and Rex 

Powell. Since 1995 professional millwrights have handled restoration, while the society has 

concentrated on showing the mill to the public and fundraising. 

The society’s objective was always to restore the mill as far as possible to its original appearance and 

function. We have made extensive use of old photographs and, whenever possible of old timbers. Some 

compromises have however been made for the sake of durability and operability. The ribs of the present 

cap are those salvaged from the ruined cap of the mid-20th century and the new finial is a careful copy of 

the old one, so that the cap shape remains unchanged. Its surface has not been clad with copper like its 

predecessor, partly on grounds of expense but also because valley seams in copper sheet would let in 

water and rot. The new finial is made of oak but it has been clad with lead to keep out the rain from any 

cracks which might open. Putting a Y-wheel and fan onto the rear platform has proved contentious. It is 

however essential that the sail timbers face the prevailing wind at all times and, failing a resident miller 

to watch the weathercock, this combination seemed the best available compromise. If there is one lesson 

to learn from the history of Wheatley’s windmills, it is that they were always prone to become ruinous! 

At the time of writing, the two buildings were still in his family ownership having been passed down the 

generations, albeit the mill was for sale in 2019. 


