




[Essay – Farris Windmill A, B; from the Yarmouth Register, Saturday, 14 Apr 1884:] 
THE OLD FARRIS GRIST-MILL. 

 The old windmill that has for many a year occupied an elevated spot of 
ground just back of the main thoroughfare of the village of South Yarmouth, 
has started on its journey[8] to its recent purchaser, Mr. Abell of West 
Yarmouth.  Mr. David Sears, the skilful house-mover, is with a gang of men 
doing the work.   It is a pity that the people hadn't had the forethought to 
have kept this old relic of a former generation in its place, as it was the only 
attraction that we could call the strangers' attention to.  It was a unique and 
picturesque subject for the artist's skill, a prize for the photographer, of 
interest to the antiquarian and a familiar old landmark to the aged 
residents. 
 Its former history, previous to its being moved here, is veiled in 
obscurity.  On one of its massive oak posts is painted with black paint, 
"1782, T.G."   It is thought that the figures indicate the year it was built and 
that the letters stand for Thomas Greenough[9], the builder; but no one 
knows with certainty.  Some think it was moved here from "Great Marshes" 
(now West Barnstable), others that it came from Falmouth, but nothing 
bearing upon the subject can be discovered in the county records, and the 
oldest people now living about here cannot give any information, other than 
it was here when they were children. 
 A few incidents connected with it, that have been collected from various 
sources, are presented to the reader: 
 The first owner and miller was Samuel Farris (a great-great-grandfather 
of the writer), and then followed his eldest son, Reuben Farris; the next was 
Capt. William Haffard, and finally Remegio Lewis, the heirs of whom sold 
the mill to Mr. F. A. Abell of West Yarmouth. 
 In 1829, a horse owned by Reuben Farris was struck by the mill arms 
and disemboweled.   The rent was sewed up and the animal was serviceable 
for several years afterwards. 
 In 1856, a cow owned by Samuel A. Farris (Reuben Farris's son) was 
struck by the mill arms and died in consequence. 
 In 1830, Reuben Farris went to Fall River and staid all winter waiting for 
a run stone to be made.   When it was landed form Capt. Ezekiel Matthews's 
vessel, it took 14 yoke of oxen to drag it to the mill.   It is said to have 
weighed nearly six tons. 

                                                 
8  The windmill was moved from Mill Lane in South Yarmouth to "Mill Hill" in West Yarmouth, where a sign 
displayed that it was the "Oldest Windmill on Cape Cod."   This likely was not true, as the one in Eastham is 
certainly older.  The mill was subsequently purchased by industrialist Henry Ford, and is now located at his museum 
Greenfield Village, in Dearborn, Michigan.  There, is rests on a rock foundation some 10 feet high, allowing the 
vanes to swing without endangering visitors; but the door that one once entered to go in the mill now is 10-feet in 
the air – a door to nowhere. 
9  Thomas Greenough was, indeed, one of the builders.  He also has the distinction of being the last surviving Native 
American in South Yarmouth.  The mill was built by a group of men, under the direction of Samuel Farris, and 
Thomas Greenough was one of them. 



 The mill did duty satisfactorily up to within a few years, when there came 
a day when an attempt was made to start her agoing; the wind was baffling 
and when it did fill the sails it was with fitful gusts and the grinding was 
irregular.   The old mill struggled again and again, but its efforts proved 
futile.   The miller, disappointed, sorrowfully closed the door, turned the old 
key in the ancient lock and left her alone, where for many a year the daisy 
and dandelion, together with the purple bloom of the potato, have flourished 
around her base. 
 As she now moves along with faltering step, like some condemned 
malefactor, dismantled and bound in chains, pulled along against her will, 
with her face turned wistfully towards the scenes of her youth, an air of 
dejection seems to be spread over her features: 
   "While all forlorn and sad, she pines in vain 
    For scenes she never shall possess again." 
 Ah, how different is this scene to the one of over a hundred years ago!  
The story is told, that when she came gaily rolling along on green pine wood 
with the bark cleaned off, towards the village, on arriving near the residence 
of Mr. Barnabas Sears, a halt was called for refreshments, to which the 
crowd of tired and thirsty men, who had done escort duty all day, readily 
assented and did not wait for a second invitation.  The quantity of rum 
guzzled on this occasion is not recorded, but it is said that when it got in its 
work one would have concluded in that year of jubilee had come.  They set 
the sails and started the arms of the mill a whirling, and the celebration was 
kept up until long after the sun had set. 
 When the mill had been fixed upon its foundations walls, with what pride 
the residents of "Indian Town" looked upon the curious shaped structure, 
this wonderful giant with outstretched arms, with its rumble, rumble, 
rumble of revolving stone and immense cog-wheels.  Frequently ox teams 
with grain arrive and depart with grist.   Men and women with bags of grain 
ballasted on their shoulders, taking the shortest cut to the mill, through the 
various paths in the woods and fields.   In the mean time, the miller, with 
bald head besprinkled with meal, was hurrying about, changing the mill-tail 
a bit as the wind veered, asking his neighbor, who had just come in for a 
moment's chat, what the latest news was from George's bank, etc. 
 A century ago, the stars twinkled as mysteriously and the moon shone as 
brightly as now; but in those days they looked down on different things form 
what we see today.   Candles were used for illuminating dwellings; cooking 
was done in a large open fire place; the steel and flint were used for striking 
fire in tinder; logs were kept aglow in the fire place nights in order to have it 
the next day.  Matches and stoves had not been thought of or invented.   
Sanded floors, marked with fantastic figures by the aid of a broom, were all 
the style; carpets such as we have now were unknown.   Sun dials were 
used for telling the time of day, and by night it was calculated by the 
position of the stars.  Hour glasses, too, were in common use by physicians 
and ministers.   The Bible, Robert B. Thomas's Almanac and Walker's 
Dictionary comprised the library.  A quill pen did the writing.   The people 



lived principally on rye and corn bread and what they raised from their 
farms and gardens, with oysters from the river bed and fresh fish from the 
sound, river and ponds.  Spanish silver and gold was the circulating 
medium in all business transactions.  The shin-plasters and greenbacks of 
today were almost unknown a hundred years ago. 
 The early settlers made trips a "fishing on the Banks" in pink-sterned[10] 
vessels that rode the waves like ducks.  Some ventured as far as 
Newfoundland and to the West Indies in square-rigged vessels, mostly brigs.  
(Probably it never occurred to them what immense advantages might be 
derived from the Bass River Ship Canal, or they would have applied for a 
charter.)  There wasn't much political wire-pulling in those days, and Cape 
Cod wasn't very particular who went to Congress. 
 As there were not stores and not meeting-houses, it is supposed that the 
old mill was headquarters for news, and it was here where some lady's new 
red hood or lace cap or worsted gown, homespun, was commented on; and 
so the miller was the dispenser of news as well as the grinder of grain. 
 Kings and presidents, eminent men and women, have lived and died, 
great battles have been fought, and civilization and Christianity have spread 
far and wide, since this old mill was placed upon its foundation over in that 
field.  Winds have rocked it, rains have dashed against it.  It has been here 
year after year, when the fields around it were robed in verdure; it has 
valiantly withstood the cold blasts of winter.  In sight of it, the dusky 
Indians had their wigwams and the first white settlers reared their homes 
on the banks of the river.  Marriage festivals and the youthful sports of your 
were held near by; and for several generations, the dead, old and young, 
have been carried past, almost in sight of it. 
 Is not this old windmill something more than senseless lumber, this relic 
of the past? 
   "Though now to worth, to honor all unknown, 
    Thy lustre faded, and thy glories flown; 
    Yet still shall Memory with reverted eye 
    Trace thy past worth, and view thee with a sigh." 
            W. F. KENNEY. 

 

                                                 
10  A "pink" is a vessel which is pointed at both ends.  It usually referred to small schooners, usually with two masts 
only, many of which were built at Essex, but some were also built locally. 
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