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4.0 ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE  

4.1 Introduction  

The Burra Charter provides the following definition of cultural significance:  

Cultural Significance means aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual 
value for past, present or future generations.  Cultural significance is embodied 
in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings, records, related 
places and related objects. 

The following assessment of the heritage value of Heron Corn Mill, the barn and its 
setting, is based upon an analysis and understanding of the historical development 
of the site, including the tangible documentary and physical evidence, as well as 
intangible historic, social and spiritual associations.  

The assessment of significance establishes the importance of Heron Corn Mill as an 
item of cultural heritage.  Each element of the building and landscape been graded 
according to its significance as an individual element and within the overall context 
of the site.  The method for grading of significance is included in Section 6.0 
following.  

In order to establish parameters for an appropriate future use, and the extent and 
design of any future works within the Heron Corn Mill site, it is necessary to list and 
define the heritage value of the elements of the site.  This list should form the basis 
for policies which must be met in order to ensure appropriate conservation of the site 
and its components.  An assessment of the significance of various elements should 
also help a designer to make the best of both the architectural qualities of the 
buildings and of the qualities of the landscape.  

 

4.2 Historical Significance  

Historical significance encompasses the importance of the relationship of a site to the evolving 
pattern of our cultural or natural history, or has a strong or special association with the life or 
works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in our cultural or natural history.   

A site may have historical value because it has influenced, or has been influenced by, a 
historical figure, event, phase or activity, or as the site of an important event.  For any given 
place the significance will be greater where evidence of the association or event survives 
insitu, or where the setting is substantially intact, than where it has been changed or evidence 
does not survive.  However, some events or associations may be so important that the place 
retains significance regardless of subsequent treatment. 

The site has had ongoing association with milling since the 13th century, when in use 
by the Canons of Conihead, and continues to function as a mill today, demonstrating 
the process of corn milling since it began on the site over 700 years ago, using 
methods that have changed little since milling began.   

Heron Corn Mill provides an insight into a way of life that has  now disappeared.  
The Mill is an example of a structure and site that has evolved with the social and 
economic changes that have shaped and altered the local community of Beetham and 
the surrounding area.  The Mill, and changes to the structure and site, demonstrate 
how village mills, being a major part of community life, survived by adapting to 
changes in diet, and meeting the changing needs of community life, population size, 
and agricultural practice.  The Mill also demonstrates the growth of engineerin g 
skills and the use of resources to meet these demands.  In this case, as with many 
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others mills in England, corn milling eventually gave way to feed production, and as 
demand even for this decreased, many mills fell into decline and disrepair, with few 
to recover.  Heron Corn Mill is a rarity in that it has been returned to its original use 
after its own period of dereliction.   

Heron Corn Mill maintains historical associations with prominent regional families, 
in particular, being in the continuous ownership for over 300 years by the Wilson 
family of Dallam Tower, Manor of Haverbrack, from the mid -1600s to the 1970s. 

 

4.3 Architectural, Engineering and Aesthetic Significance  

The importance of the structure in terms of its contribution to an understanding of the 
architectural and engineering development of the site and in a broader context locally, 
regionally or nationally.  Aesthetic value includes aspects of sensory perception such as 
consideration of the form, scale, colour, texture and material of the fabric; the smells and 
sounds associated with the character of the place and its use.   

The surviving 18 th century mill design and machinery (dating from the 17 th to 19th 
centuries) at Heron Corn Mill provide an opportunity to explore the development of 
industr ial technology during this period, how this was responded to architecturally, 
and to appreciate the engineering skill and craftsmanship of the carpenters and 
millwrights who constructed the mill.   

The position and layout adopted for Heron Corn Mill differ s from that of the earliest 
surviving mills in Cumbria, especially as the mill sits directly on the river bank, 
rather than on a leat.  A particular architectural feature  is that by the 18 th century, 
grain drying kilns were often incorporated as part of t he mill building, rather than 
being separate structures, and the mill is representative of this particular layout.  The 
kiln at Heron Corn Mill is intact and retains important remnants of kiln fabric, 
including purpose -designed, perforated kiln tiles.   

The Mill actively demonstrates the ongoing use of renewable natural resources, 
especially through the harnessing of water power, and how this has impacted on the 
design of the building.  The structure of Heron Corn Mill also reflects both the use of 
local material resources, (stone and timber) and resources obtained through trade 
(such as the French mill stones). 

A rare feature of the Mill is the lowder frame, that is raised above floor level near the 
centre, with working space around.  It is an impressive pi ece of timber engineering 
integral with the building itself.  Although the water wheel was replaced in the mid -
19th century and has since been repaired, the overall design of the machinery and 
many of the individual components have remained as originally b uilt in the 18 th 
century, and are therefore important remnants from the period of rebuilding of the 
Heron Corn Mill at this time.  The multiple grinding stones at Heron Corn Mill, 
which are characteristic of lowder mills, allowed millers to diversify into a broader 
range of grain processing that enabled the mill to survive and thrive as a local, small 
business over hundreds of years.  The building and its engineered components 
represents the height of available technology in the 18th century. 

The building a lso retains other important elements that are representative of the 
changes in use of the building, including later alterations for adapting to new 
machinery such as chaff cutters.  There is a significant collection of equipment, 
machinery and other artefacts within  the site that serve as an important record of the 
development of the building.  The collection charts the changes in use of the 
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building, from corn milling and the installation of the rare lowder frame, to 20 th 
century feed cutting machinery.   

Heron Corn Mill retains an atmosphere of a working corn mill, including the noise, 
smells and visual complexity of its fully operational machinery, bringing the 
building to life and allowing for better understanding and appreciation of how the 
building, i ts components and the overall site functioned.  

 

4.4 Archaeological Significance  

The potential for the site to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of our 
cultural and natural history.  The archaeological research value of a site will depend on the 
importance of the data involved, on its rarity, quality or representative nature, and on the 
degree to which the site may contribute further substantial information. 

The cultural heritage value of the Heron Corn Mill site is high, and is focused  on the 
existing corn mill structures, machinery and equipment, and earlier phases of 
development of the site.  Cartographic evidence demonstrates that a mill has 
occupied the site from at least the mid 18th century, and documentary records 
indicate that a mill existed on or near this site from at least the beginning of the 13th 
century, and perhaps even as early as the 11th century.1  The close association of this 
site with the Dallam Estate and the medieval settlement of Beetham, and the fact that 
it is l ocated not far from the former port at Milnthorpe, as well as being in the 
proximity of archaeological sites of known significance (such as St Michaelõs Church, 
Beetham, an area of rig and furrow, and old chapel sites) raises the potential cultural 
heritage significance of the site further. 

There is a possibility of uncovering hitherto unknown remains buried within the site.  
Such remains have the potential to reveal details about earlier phases of milling on 
site, or indeed, other earlier uses and occupation of the site.  The Heron Corn Mill 
site has undergone limited disturbance during recent history, and as such, the 
potential for the survival of archaeological features if present is relatively high.  

Archaeological remains would be most probable in areas closest to the river channel 
which have undergone least disturbance in recent history and where the important 
water resource may have been exploited throughout history.  

 

4.5 Landscape and Ecological Significance  

Landscape significance includes the landscape as a whole, including important views and the 
contribution of individual features within the landscape. 

A working landscape with little ornament or conscious design, the landscape value 
of the Heron Corn Mill site lies in its simplicity and appropriateness as a setting for 
the historic buildings.  Value also comes from the legibility of the landscape: the 
extent to which it is able to guide visitors around the site in safety with a clear idea of 
important routes and destinations.  

The surrounding landscape is nationally recognised as an Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty, and the site is included within Beethamõs Conservation Area, 
designated locally for the quality of the built landscape.  Views within the site are 
therefore of particular significance for the ir aesthetic quality, adding value for 

                                                 
1 www.heronmill.org/history.shtml  
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visitors and people using the public paths and bridleway, which cross the site, and in 
allowing the workings of the mill to be viewed and understood.  

Landscape features of value include vernacular structures made from local materials, 
in keeping with the age and function of the mill site and agricultural setting.  These 
include dry stone boundary walls, stone gateposts and stiles, cobbled surfaces, stone 
edging and limestone aggregate road surfaces.  Mature trees along the riverside and 
their associated wooded habitats are significant parts of the historic landscape and 
are of considerable ecological value. 

 

4.6 Social Significance  

Social value represents the strong or special association of the site with a recognisable 
community or cultural group for social, spiritual or cultural reasons. 

Heron Corn Mill is socially important to the community as an historic site and point 
of social interaction that reflects the early position of the mill as a focal point of the 
community.  As a working mill with rare engineering components, it is important to 
specialist groups in particular.  

The community also regards the site highly as an important cultural resource for 
future educational and community use, and the cultural value of the sit e to the 
community has been demonstrated through the active long -term restoration 
programme and promotion of the site by the Trust and the community, to keep the 
building operational in the long term.  
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5.0 SUMMARY STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE  

Heron Corn Mil l is a Grade II* listed building of national importance, primarily for 
the survival of the mill, largely to its original 18 th century design and its ongoing use 
as an operational corn mill.  Another key feature of the Mill is the retention, repair 
and restoration of the rare lowder frame and other elements of the milling machinery 
that are integral with the fabric of the building, and continue to represent the 
important engineering skills required in the process of milling.  Although the water 
wheel was replaced in the mid-19th century and has been repaired since then, the 
overall design of the machinery and many of the individual components, have 
remained as originally built in the 18 th century, and present to the public a working 
corn mill where techniques  have changed little since it began on the site over 700 
years ago. 

The site maintains historical associations with the Dallam Estate, upon which the 
building was originally located, and with the paper mill on the opposite bank of the 
River Bela.  The site maintains associations with early milling, documented back to at 
least the 13th century, and the current mill is likely to have been located on, or very 
near, the site of a much earlier mill. 

Heron Corn Mill, as with most mills throughout the country, was  a focal point for 
community life in the village.  It had an important place in the community for 
practical, as well as social reasons, and although the community has changed over 
time, Heron Corn Mill is once again in the process of reclaiming its positio n as a key 
feature in the local area and is highly valued locally.  As with a number of mills 
throughout Britain, Heron Corn Mill has come back from a period of decline and the 
restoration of the mill has returned the building to use and prevented its furt her 
decay.   

The Mill site is a palimpsest of changes in use, which was common in mills 
throughout the country, and its adaptation to changes in agricultural practice and the 
economy.  This is demonstrated through alterations and additions to machinery and  
the building fabric, and reflects the changes in demand for different products, the 
adaptation of the mill, and the eventual decline suffered by the majority of mills.  
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6.0 GRADING OF SIGNIFICANCE  

6.1 Introduction  

The various elements of the site have been assessed and graded to assist with the 
future conservation and management of the site and its elements.   

Grading of the individual elements of the site is based on the contribution each 
element makes to each component of significance, (i.e. historic, archaeological, 
architectural and aesthetic, landscape, social and spiritual and ecological) whether it 
be at a local (within Beetham), regional (Cumbria), national (England) or 
international level.  

The elements of the building and site are graded according to the following criteria.  

6.1.1 Elements of Outstanding Significance  

A building or element of national or greater importance, or a fine, intact or little 
altered example of a particular period, style or type that embodies the importance of 
the building or s ite overall.    

6.1.2 Elements of Considerable Significance  

A building or element of regional (or more than local) importance, or a good example 
of a particular period, style or type with a high degree of intact original fabric that 
contributes substantial ly to the importance of the building or site overall, or the 
element to which it is a part.  

6.1.3 Elements of Moderate Significance  

A building or element of local importance, or an element that contributes to, but is 
not a key element to the importance of the building or site overall, or the element to 
which it is a part.  

6.1.4 Neutral Elements 

An element which neither contributes, nor detracts from the importance of the 
building or site overall.  

6.1.5  Negative Elements   

A building or element which detr acts from the overall significance of the building or 
site overall. 

 

6.2 Graded Elements  

Element Level of Significance Notes 

6.2.1 Built Elements    

Heron Corn Mill  
(overall structure)  

Outstanding  Grade II* listed building.   

General masonry and 
interi or of the main mill 
building  

Considerable  

Heron Corn Mill Lowder 
frame and associated 
machinery 

Outstanding  Rare and integral part of the 
Grade II* listed building.  
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Element Level of Significance Notes 

Mill wheel  Outstanding  19th century mill wheel 
integral with structure  

Grain drying kil n Outstanding  Includes structure, fabric and 
tiles 

Interior of lower basement 
level below toilets  

Moderate Includes tunnel  

Modern fire stair at 
southwest corner of main 
mill building  

Neutral  Modern steel stair, including 
masonry walls.  

Small wheel on south side 
of mill  

Moderate  

Internal bathroom fitout  Negative  

Other machinery not 
contemporary with Lowder 
mill machinery  

Moderate Mostly moveable items 
associated with later use of 
the building  

Launder  Considerable  

Masonry wall supporting 
launder, i ncluding openings  

Considerable Has been altered 

Barn fabric Considerable  

Barn interior space Considerable  

   

6.2.2 Landscape    

South bank ð Mature trees Moderate Copse of ash, sycamore and 
alder along river edge 

Fish ladder/pass/cave  Considerable  

Weir location and form  Considerable Replacement concrete fabric is 
of Neutral significance  

North wood ð Veteran 
sycamore 

Considerable  

Concrete paving on front 
lawn  

Negative  

Picnic benches Neutral   

Shrub bed outside museum 
entrance in front lawn  

Negative  

Post and rail fencing with 
plastic covered wire mesh 

Negative  

Steps and post and rail 
fencing near fish pass/mill  

 

Neutral   
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Element Level of Significance Notes 

Stone cobbled surface at 
mill entrance 

Considerable  

Tarmac surface near 
cobbled surface 

Negative  

Shingle beach Considerable  

Ash, willow and sycamore 
near mill building  

Neutral  Potential impact on fabric of 
building.  

   

6.2.3 Other   

Noise from paper mill  Negative  

Views towards Dallam Park 
from the Mill site  

Considerable  

Views towards the Mill 
from the footbridge  over the 
River Bela, the Paper Mill 
and from Dallam Park  

Considerable  

Millstones propped against 
outer wall of mill  

Outstanding   

 

Figure 66 �² Ground floor plan showing graded levels of significance.  Simpson & Brown 


