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PIERCE MILL
Washington, D. C.
Rock Crsek Park

Owner: U.'S. Governmsnt.

Date of Erection: 1829.

Architect: Not Known.

Builder: 1Isaac Pierce.

S Present Conditiom: Good, restored 1935.

=

Number of Stories: Built on'Hill, & in front, 3 in back,

Materisls of Construction: Stone, excspt North gable of wood.

Other Existing Records: As noted in tsxt.

Additional Data: (See following pages)
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PIERCE MILL
* Waehington, D. C.

Fisrce Mill in Rock Creek Fark is situated on a tract of land*
which included portions of thrss early English land patents. One
of these, known as "Re-Survey on New Seat" wae patented to George
Rsad in 1747. Atother, known aa "The Gift", patented to Ssmuel
Beall in 1762, passed to William Deakins, a pramninent Revolutionary
patriot, who conveyed it by deed to Isaac Fieres in 1794.%* Thg third
patent included in the immediats parcel of land surrounding the
Fierce ¥ill was one patented to James White on Mareh 18, 1772, and
known as "Mill Seat®. The southern extremity of thie tract was in-
c¢luded in the land deeded by Williem Deskins to Isaac Fiercs in 1794.

Isaac Fierce {the name was originally spelled "Pearce" and latsr
"Peircs®} was ths pioneer of that family in the District of Columbiag,**¥
He was descended from George Fearce of Someraet County, England, who,
with hig wife, Ann Gminar, settled in Chester County, Fennsylvania,
in 1684. George Fearce was of Quaker Stock, hig name first appear-
ing at the Chicester Frignds Mesting in 1686. He was a considsrable
land-owner and a substantial member of ths community, representing
Chester County in the Provincial Assembly of 1706.

His second son, Joshua Peir&éi'was born in England in 1684. He
married (firet) Ann Mercer of Westtown, Fennsylvania, and {(second)
Rachel Gilpin, of Birmingham, of that State. The latter was descended
from Richard de Guylpin, who came into possession of the Manor of
Kentmore in 1206, during the reign of King John.

Isasc Feirce was born in Chestar County, Fennsylvania, on April
9, 1756, He was a son of Joshua and Rachel Feirce, and although the
dete of his arrival in the region aboub Georgetown is not definitely
known, it must have bsen prior to 1790, as his name figures in the
census for Marylend at thet time. Mr. Francis D, Shoemaksr, his
great-grandson, believes that he came to the Dietrict in 1785.

* Parcel Mo. 75 on thes map prepared by the Commission for the selsc-
tion of land in Rock Cresk ¥Yark, filed in tha Chief Surveyorts
Office of the Distriet Building, Washington, D. C.

** Recorded January 7, 1795, in Liber B2, folio 156, of land records
of the Distriet of Columbia.

**¥* For genealogy of the Pierce and Shoemaker fumilies, see: Spsncer,
R. H., Genealogical and Memorial Encyclopedia of the State of
Maryland, American Historical Socisty, 1919, Shoemeker, B. H.,
Genealogy of Shoemsker Family, J. B. Lippincott Co., Fhiladslphia,
1963




%hen Isaac Fierce first settled in what is now Rock Creek Fark,
he found a two=-story freme mill very near the site of the present
stone construction. This mill had an undershot waterwheel, and con-
taired two "runner" wheels,

Newspaper c¢lippings from the files of the Fublice Library in
Washington, D. C., show that Ceorgetown and the vicinity around
Washington was formerly quite active as a milling center. JFrom a
newspaper clipping dated September 19, 1871, seven mills are listed
in Georgetown. They ranged from two burrs to eleven burrs, with a
dally output rapging from 120 berrels to 800 barrels.

Formerly there was a string of old mills along Rock Creek, which
must have been eomewhat more importent as & watercourse then than it
is now., Mrs., William Thornton intimates the former magnitude of the
Creek in the following entry in her diary for August ¢, 1800: *"Four
horses drowned in Rock Creek."*

Among the most important of the eight or more mills along the
¢reek during the early part of the 19th century was the Patterson
Foaper ¥ill. The Lyon's Flour Mill, farther up, was advertised for
sale in December,1873, as a "large merchant mill in good order...
with the whole water power of Hock,Creek " The John {uincy adems
Mill was situated within the present confines of the Zoo. 4 des-
eription of it mppeared in the Natlional Intelligencer for August 5,
1867: "The mill is driven by an overshot whesl of twelve feet in

. diameter, the water being conducted over the wheel by a canal from

the dam up the creek. The mill, with three runs of stones, when in
full work, makes two bundred barrels of flour daily. It has been
this semson turning out daily some hundred snd fifty barrels.® The
Blagden snd Fierce Mills were farther up stream.

By 1794 Issac &nd Petsy Fierce were established in what was
then Prlce George's County and later Montgomery County, Maryland.
By 1800 he haa acquired from 1,800 to 2,000 gcres of land stretching
from Chevy Chaee to the Zoo, broken only by sbout forty-nine acres
of lend belonging to the Bladgen Mill property.

In 1801 he bullt & spring house which is still standing today.
Here the milk and butter were kept cool. An old stone jutting out
from the eide of this spring house often served as a seat, so Nr.
francis Shoemaker states. The spring is a good one, but the
Goveroment has put in dralns connecting it with the sewage system
and when heavy rains coccur there is a back flow from the sewer into
the spring, so I have been told. If this still meintains, it could
be corrected by opening the plpes and supplying them with air vents.

* Duhamel, James F., "Tiber Creek", Records of the Columbia Historical

Society, Vol. 28, p. 204.
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Southwest of the springhouse is a modern dwelling which occupied
the formér site of Isasc Fierce's home. This was an old house of
hewn osk, with wrought iron nails and wooden pegs, which lsaac had
found at the time of his arrival in this section and improved in 1810,
This was torn down by Fierce Shoemmker who erected on the site a stone
house in 1876. 1n 1810 NMr. E. 3. Newman remocdeled this dwelling, so
that there is now nothing lsft of the original old picturesque home
of the Fierce family. The history of these changes can be read on
the western gable of the house, where s plague contsins these initials

and dstes:

S

B P.s. E.S.N.
lr 1876 1510
1810

Behind the family dwelling was a house in which the slaves were
guartered, according to Mr. Francis Shoemaker. The house now owned
by Dr. H. H. Kerr {disgonally across from the mill, on Tilden Street)
was built in 1811 and was intended for & distillery. Fine pesach
brandy is reported to have been made there and it was commonly known
as the "Still House". Cider wasg also stored there. ln 1878, however,
after one of the principal bsrns:on ihe estate had burned down, this
building waes used &s & bsrn. Cn-'thé north gable of this hcuse is to
be found the following inscription: "B I P 1811."

MILL

Mr. Francis Shoemaker and various writers meintain that the
present mill was built in 1820. However, there is to be found on the
south gable of the mill s plague besring this inscription: "B I P
1829", 1t is possible thst this date was added to the gshle at a
later time, when some change was mude in the mill. What strengthens
this theory is the fact that the socuth gable is constructed of stone
whereas the north gable is made of wood. "B I P" is thought by
menmbers of the Fierce-Shoemsker families to mean "Betsy and lsaac
Pierce" (Isaac¢ having married Elizsbeth Cleud), but some writers
think it stands for "Built by Isaac Fierce."

The mill is & well-preserved, well proportioned structure of
blue granite. This stone was taken from & gquarry on ths Broad DBranch
Rosd, according to Mr. Francis Shoemaker. This gquarry, he says, waa
on the left side of Brosd Branch Road not far from the stream of
that same nasme, which is the first stream sbove Pierce Mill.

1n 1840 the original undershot water wheel was supplanted by an
overshot cne. This in turn wes changed in 1876 to & fforty-inch
loeffler turbine" whesl which, as Mr. Shoemsker states, "Sucked in
the water and carried it into the mill."

Ban
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There are two mill etones at Pierce Mill today. Cne of these
was bought in 1880 by Mr. Francie D. Shoemaker from a firm in
Georgetown for 375.00. 'Thie was an: imported stone intended for
grinding wheat and flour. The other stone used in the mill at the

~ time that Mr. Shoemaker purchased the aforementioned one wase of

flint, intended for grinding corn, and had been there for some time.

The original dam, so Mr. Shoemaker says, was above the site of
the present concrete one, at a point near where the bend of the Creek
now is. This dam croseed the creek at an angle. It was washed
away during a period of high water in 1876, and since that time
there have been three or four dams built between the eite of the
original snd the present one. A4s late as 1904 there was a wooden
dam over Rock Creek near thie point. 4t that time the annual report
of the committee on Parks and Reeervations of the Wsehington Board
of Trade gave this etatement: "The old wooden dem at Pierce Mill
having been washed out, a new dam of concrete has been built. It
produces a waterfall asbout eeven feet high".

Contrary to popular opinion, Mr. Isaac Pierce never "ran" the
mill. He was a millwright, not a miller. HNoxr did hie heirs ever
run it; Mr. Abner Pierce was a .stane mason, and Mr. Fierce Shoemaker
was a Jjeweller. Mr. Isaac Piergé;h&d a considerable number of elavee
to work on his estate and millers-ware hired to do the actual running
of the mill.

The miller cccupied a small frams house across the road from
Fierce ¥Mill below the property now belonging to Dr. Kerr. The
various millers who occuried it were, to guote Mr. Shoemsker:
"Donald, Tennyson, Gaskins, Fleckker, Donald egein, Gaskine again,
and the White Brothers. The latter were at the Mill as late as 1917,
under Covermment administrastion, but they didn't pay the Government”.
There is an old desk in the mill today which has stood in the mill
for wmeny years, and whose legs have been cut off "so as to make it
modern™. Upon this desk is carved the fellowing inseription: White
& Bro. 1876 96 '7", Mr. A, P. #hite gave the following mccount of
the last time Fierce ¥ill functioned ms a mill. This was in 189%7.

"] was grinding a load of rye for a neighbor when the
main shaft of the mill broke. I was ebout half through with
the wori, and the neighbor had to haul hie unground rye away,
and I guees he never got it ground. ‘Yhat was the last time
the mill was opersted. I have been told that I might make
eome arrangements with the park authoritiee to fix up and
run the mill again, but after putting it to work again the
Government might want to ehange things around, and I would
be taking tooc big a chance. A water mill grinding whest and
corn in the capitol of the United States would be a straunge
sight to most of the city bred people of Washington."
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sdjoining and in connection with the flour mill was a saw mill,
This was situated below Fiercs Mill Road where the stream from
Linnean Hill joins Rock Creek. The rsce for this saw mill came
down in front of the deoor of Fierce Mill. Both Isaac Fierce and
Fierce Shoemaker had saw mills, but in nsither case were they found

to be profitable.

Business at TFierce iill flourished particularly between 1860
and 1870. This was considersd the "boom" period in the history of
ths mill, large quantities of corn, whest and rye were hauled by
teams from all the surrounding towns and villages - from Georgstown,
Rockville, Rladsmsburg, and Falls Church. Saturdays presented a
scsne of great setivity in the viecinity of the ©ld mill. fThe horses
and teams wWere s0 many around the mill door that it was difficult to
st by. The mill did much business on ordinsry days, too, it being
a dsily occurrence to ses from ten to twslve teams and a number of
boys on horsecbsck from the surrounding country with grist.

QWNERSHIP CF FIERCE MILL

1. Isaac Fierce held the mill from the time of hisg arrival in
Rock Creek Fsrk to the time of his death in 1841,

2. Isaasc Fierce died in 1841, leaving his estats to his son
sbner C. Yierce.¥

3., Abner Fierce died in 1851 and he deviged the mill property
to his wife's nephew, Fierce Shoemaker,**

4, Fierce Shoemsker held the Fierce ¥ill property until it was
purchased by the United States Govermment in 1892, through condemna-
tion proceedings. At that time the Goverument condemned 45C acres
of land in Rock Crsek Fark for ineclusion at a price of $450,000.
Fsrcel 75, upon which Tierce Mill stands {15.612 acres in &ll), was
bought by the Government for only $16,306.00, Today it is worth
probably nine or tsn times that much.

Irepared by: Ruth B, Butler,
Historical assistant,

Reriewred (736, K F

1. Last will and testament dated Nov. 14, 1835, probated Jan. 7,
1842, rscorded in Liber 5 of Wills, Folio 239, in the office of
the Rsgister of Wills for the District of Columbia,

2, Last will and testament dated Jan. 19, 1848, probated July 3,
1851, in Liber ¢ of Wills, Folio 393, in the office of the Regis-
ter of Wills for the Distriect of Columbia.
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PIERCE MILL

Pierce Mi111 in Roek Creek Park is situsted on 2 tract of 2and which inmeludsd portiomne of
three early English land patanis, Oma of thess, known as "Re~Survey on New Seat™, was patented
to Ceorge Read ih 1747, Another, known ae "The Gift", patented to Samuel Besl) in 1762, passed
to William Deakine, a prominént Revolutiomary patriot, who conveyed it by deed to Isaac Plerce
in 1794, The third patent included in the immediate parcel of land surrounding the Pierce Mjll
wag one patentad to James White on March 18, 17723, and known as "Mill Seat™. The southarn ez-
tremity of this tract waa included in the land deeded by William Deakins to Tsaag Plerce in 1704,

#hen lsaac Pierce first settled in whot ie pow Rock Creck Park, be found a two-story frame
mill very near the aiteof the prasent stome conetruction, Thie mill had an undershct waterwheel
and contained two "runner”™ wheels. This mill-was one of a string of eight or more mills along
Rock Creek during the early part -of the 19th Century, which seema to Indicate that the etream
must have been somewhat wore important ae a watar course then than 1t is today, Variocue mriters
maintain thet the present mill siructure was built in 1820, However, there is tc¢ be found on
the south gable a plaque bearing this inscription: "B I F 18297, 1t ie possible that this dats
was added to the gable at a later time, when some change wae made in the mill., What strengthens
this theory is the fact thet the south geble is consiructed of stone, whereas the north gasble is
made of wood. ™B I P" is thought by members of the Pierce-thoemaker families to mean “Betsy and
Ieaac Piarce” (Isaac havmg married Elizabeth Cloud), but some writers think it stands for ”Built
by Iseac Pierce",

The will is a well-preserved, well-proporticned etructure of blue granite, This etone was
taken from a gquarry on the Eroad Branch Road, according to Mr. Francie Shoemaker. This quarry,
he saye, was on 1ihe left side of Broad Branch Road not far from the stream of that same nems, -
which is the First stream sbove Fierce Mill,’

In 1840 the original undershot waterwhael.waa supplanted by an overehot ons. This fn turn,
was changed in J&76 to a "forty-inech lsoffler turbine” whesl which, aa Mr. Shoemaker atates,
Maucked in the watér and carried it into the mill,®’

Teday there are three mill stenés at Pierce Mill,. .One of these was purchesed by Mr. Francie
D. Shoemaker in 1880 from a firm in Georgetowsi for $75.00. This was an imported etond. intemded
for grinding wheat and flour, Anothsr etoné used in the mill at the tima that Mr. Shoomaker made
thie purchase was of flint, intended for grinding corn, and had baen iwplace for soms time. Since
then, an additional imported French etone hae heen added.

. The original damis sani to havs beez- abova‘the alte of the present concrete one, at a polat
near where the bend of the Creek now i3, This dam crossed tha oreek at an angle. It was washed
away during a period of kigh water in 1876, and since thet time tbare have been three or four
dams built between the site of the originmal and the present ove, As late as 1904, thers wase a
woaden dam over Rock Creek near thie poini. At that time the snpual veport of the commitiae on
Parks acd Reservations of the Washington Roard of Trade gave this statament: ”Ths old wooden dar
at Pierce Mill having been washed out, anew dam of concrébe hee been buili. It produces a water-
[ai] about eeven feet high.”

Copirary to popular opinion, Mr: lsaac Pferce never "ren™ the mill, Re was a millwright,
not & miller. Nor did his heirs ever run it: Mr, Abner Pierce was a atone meson, and Mr., Flerce
Shoemaker was a jeweler,. Mr., Issac Pierce had  a considerable numbsr of elavee to work on his
estate and millers were hired to do the actual yumning of the mill.

Business at Pierce Mill flourished particularly between 1860 and 1870 © This was considered
the "hoom™ periocd in the history of the mill, Ilérge qusntities of corn, wheat and rye wers
hauled by teams from allthe surrounding towns and villages - from Georgetownm, Rockvills, Bladene~
burg, and Falls Church. GSaturdays presented a sgena of great activity in the vieinity of the old
mill. The horeas and team$ were 8o mapy around the mill door that it wes difficult to get by.
The mill did much business on ordinery daye, too, it being a daily ocaurréncé to saa from tea to
twelve teams and a nuwmber of boys on horseback from the surrounding countpy with grist.
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RESTORAT I ON:

The restoratlon of PFierse Mill wae accompiished sas a Tublic Works Administrasion rroject
authorized by Harold L. Ickes, Public ¥orks Adminiactrator, on July 15, 193%4. TFunds were made
available on October 8, 1934, and conatructicn work commenced on December 1, 1934, Work was zom-
rleted on Oectober 1, 1936, and the mill placed In operation on December 1, 19386

The mill was restored and ls belng operated as an educational and historical project. The
menl produced may be used in the cafeterias in the government buildings, or a¢léd to retail pur-
chasers at the mill., The operators may also grind grain for farmers from nearby communities on
a commission basis,

The restored mill was first opened to the public on January 10, 1837.

ey




[t qynss, « 11T i

IYIUIAD
AVIHM QEANIWHD
B0 LVIHM TTOHM :

LA

. ONIAAD3Y

OO T4 43l

ARMITRNTINNY
222 YVAT IS

[~ NI ONIONTUD

VOLVAITE NivdD

200 anT .

@

. do0d awe |

rEULIER




_:' Addendum To:
“Pierce Mill .

- Tilden Street & Beach Drlve, NW

Washington :
District of Columbia

"}?[EAS.UREﬁ.'_'EﬂRAW'iﬂGS S

National Park Service :
: Dgpartment ‘of the_Interior
Washington, .D.C, . 20013-7127

Historic: Amerlcan Bulldings Surveyﬁ

HABS No. DC-22




ADDENDUM TO: HABS DC-22
PIERCE MILL DC, WASH. 109-
Rock Creek Park

Tilden Street & Beach Drive Northwest

Washington

District of Columbia

PHOTOGRAPHS

PAPER COPIES OF COLOR TRANSPARENCIES

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY
National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
1849 C Street NW
Washington, DC 20240-0001



