Thamesford Gristmill – New Use Study 

by Sarah Hill, MA Student, Queen Margaret University & Heritage Management Consultant with Jura Consultants, Edinburgh.

The Thamesford Gristmill, built in 1898, has respectfully served the Thamesford community for more than a century. At the crossroads of Ingersoll, Woodstock, London and St Marys, the Mill is a familiar site to all those passing through the village. Its humble structure and idyllic situation on the river is both welcoming and comforting. It is a testament to those who came before and a significant piece of our industrial heritage. It is the emblem of Thamesford; a symbol of pride.

Yet despite this proud heritage the Mill remains vacant and unused, continuing to deteriorate over time. Having grown up in Ingersoll, I have fond memories of watching fireworks displays at the Mill and have often drove past thinking that something should be done with it. Believing the Mill could once again flourish, I am conducting a study of the citizens of Thamesford with regard to their opinions and attitudes toward the old Mill. A questionnaire has been designed to investigate the possibility of restoring all or part of the property, and to look at how new uses could give this unique building a more sustainable future. The survey is available online from the Thamesford and Area website, as well as in paper format from the library. Results from the study will be used to assist the preparation of a development plan for the Thamesford Mill, to be submitted in September as the final dissertation required to successfully achieve my Master of Arts degree. The final report will also be made available to the current Mill owners and the Thamesford Taking Action Group.

So far 46 questionnaires have been collected, of which 70% of respondents have been from Thamesford. The majority of participants are aged 25-34 or 45-54, and believe the Mill is an important part of Thamesford’s heritage and should be preserved. The top 4 suggestions for a new use have been 1) Museum, 2) Art Gallery/Studio, 3) Hotel or B&B and 4) Restaurant. All suggestions are welcome and it would be appreciated if TTAG members could pass the word on to other interested people in the community, so as to gather as many responses as possible.

At this time, the Mill is not a designated heritage building. Under the Ontario Heritage Act, the municipality is responsible for listing a building of heritage interest or awarding full designation, in keeping with the guidelines set out by the Ministry of Culture. Although designation status allows a municipality to refuse a demolition permit, currently it does not safeguard a building from intentional neglect- heritage property owners are not legally mandated to maintain a certain level of preservation. Therefore much of Ontario’s heritage becomes victim to “demolition by neglect,” whereby structures are allowed to fall into such dereliction that they either collapse on their own or are deemed unsafe and eventually have to be destroyed.

The most prominent threat facing the preservation of the Thamesford Mill at this time is its current state of derelict. Having been vacant for the better part of a decade, the Mill is not a safe location to be, posing a serious health and safety risk to all who enter. The building is not wind or watertight, allowing creatures and the elements to quicken the deterioration of the building, bringing infestation and rot. In addition to neglect, the Mill is the victim of a high level of vandalism that occurs to the property. Incidents happen frequently and damage is quite broad in nature; ranging from broken windows and graffiti, to more severe structural and interior damage caused by those who have forcefully entered the building. Although the OPP occasionally patrol the area, Thamesford residents are asked to keep a vigilant watch over the property and to report any suspicious activity to the police. Anyone familiar with the recent fiery fate of Alma College in St Thomas is well aware of how easily these buildings can be lost and once destroyed they are irreplaceable. 

I’d just like to say thank you, once again, for allowing me to speak with you about the Mill. Your comments and feedback have been a great help for my final project. I truly believe that a new modern use can be found for the Mill and that it can once again serve the Thamesford community. I will be returning to Scotland on June 28th but please feel free to contact me any time at a.sarah.hill@gmail.com.

