
Route 31 between Flemington and Clinton has been recently dualized to support 
more traffic.  Today, speeding along this highway in the shadow of Round Mountain, 
some four miles north of Flemington, there is no obvious sign of the small roadside 
settlement once known as Rowland’s Mills.  Yet 150 years ago this village, named 
for mill owner Rynear Rowland, supported several different milling facilities, a store, 
a post office, a blacksmith shop, a shoe shop and several homes.  Over the past 
two decades, as part of the Route 31 improvements, a program of historical and 
archaeological research has delved deep into the heart of this historic community, 
bringing its villagers back to life through the study of documents and artifacts.
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The engine that drove the village economy was the 
gristmill.  Established around 1760 and powered 
by the South Branch, the mill processed locally 
grown grains into flour and meal both on a custom 
basis and for sale at market.  At various times the 
milling operations also included the processing 
of lumber, gypsum, flax seed, flax fiber and possibly wool and/or cotton.  The mills 
spurred the early growth of the village in the 1820s and 1830s and were operated 
by Rynear Rowland from 1838 until his death in 1862, roughly coinciding with the 
community’s peak of prosperity.  The gristmill finally closed around 1910 and the mill 
building was moved to nearby Higginsville, where it survives today.  At the mill site, 
remains of the mill’s foundation, wheel pit and raceways are still visible.

This map of the vicinity of 
Philadelphia and Trenton in 
1860 shows the village of 
Rowland’s Mills strung out 

along the road running north from Rynear 
Rowland’s gristmill and sawmill.  After 
Rowland, Oliver Hart Ewing was the most 
prominent figure in the community during 
the mid-19th century.  Oliver and his son, 

Gideon, ran the village blacksmith shop 
for more than half a century.  Both are 
buried in the nearby Newell Burying 
Ground on Foothill Road.

Across the road from the gristmill and village store was a house 
that was lived in by a succession of mill owners and operators 
from the late 18th through the early 20th century.  This dwelling, 
the site of which is seen here under excavation in 2000, was 
probably occupied by Rynear Rowland.  Originally built into the 
hillside overlooking the road and mill complex, all trace of this 
house has been removed to make way for the northbound lanes 
of Route 31.

Day books and account ledgers 
show Oliver Ewing working as 
a blacksmith from as early as 
1815 until well into the 1850s. 
The business continued in opera-
tion under his son, Gideon, and 
later under William Fulper, be-
fore finally closing around 1900.  
Typical country blacksmithing 
tasks were carried out – shoeing 
horses; sharpening plow shares; 
making and mending all kinds of 
farm and household items; and 
“ironing” wagons and sleds.  The 
shop was located on the east side 
of the road a few hundred yards 
north of the main mill complex 
at Rowland’s Mills.  Archaeologi-
cal investigations found traces of 
two successive blacksmith shops, 
each with a forge, as well as nu-
merous telltale artifacts, such as 
horseshoes, plowshares, harness 
bits, tools and building hardware.

The Ewing family lived across the road from their blacksmith shop.  Around 
1820, Oliver Ewing erected a dwelling here, where he and his wife, Elizabeth, 
raised their family of four sons and four daughters.  The property remained 
in the family until Oliver’s death in 1871.  In the following year it was bought 
by William Fulper, who lived here into the 1920s.  Archaeological exploration 
revealed that the main block of the house was a typical federal-style, five-bay, 
two-story frame structure with a smaller appended kitchen wing.  Numerous 
domestic items were recovered from the site, reflecting its long period of 
occupation by the Ewings and the Fulpers.  The house was removed to make 
way for expansion of the highway in the late 1920s.

Close to the Ewing family 
homestead and across the 
road from the blacksmith shop, 
archaeological investigations 
found the remains of a small 
mill and masonry dam.   No 
trace of this mill has been 
found in the documentary 
record, although the build-
ing occupied a separate 0.36-
acre lot that was acquired by 
Oliver Ewing in 1828.  Aside 
from a few domestic items, 
no artifacts were recovered 
that could provide a clue as to 
the building’s use.  However, 
comparison with other similar 
structures suggests that it 
was a cider mill with an 
attached distillery, where the 
Ewings would have pressed 
apples into cider and made the 
New Jersey specialty brandy 
known as applejack.
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