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Rediscovering the History of Carnes Mill 
________________________________ 

Bedford, IN – July 14, 2016.  Carnes Mill has been gone for longer than anyone alive today 
can remember. Yet the remnants have intrigued people for a century so when Angie Doyle, 
Archaeologist on the Hoosier National Forest, had funds available to evaluate an historic site, 
she chose Carnes Mill. Archaeologists from Southern Illinois University’s Center for 
Archaeological Investigations are here this summer unraveling some of the mysteries 
surrounding the Carnes Mill story.  

Carnes Mill was a 19th Century grist mill, possibly also a saw mill, on a natural bend in the 
Little Blue River. There were cut stone remnants, a dam, and part of cellar where the mill 
operator may have lived. It wasn’t the traditional mill-site, so there was mystery and 
speculation of how the mechanics of this mill may have worked. There was also little known 
about John Carnes who owned the mill.  

Coincidently, Doyle noted, the Brooks Cabin which was relocated and reconstructed as a 
gateway to the Charles C. Deam Wilderness was originally located near the Carnes Mill. The 
land where John Brooks built his cabin was first owned by Marcus Benham who was a 
contemporary of John Carnes.  Benham built flatboats and took them down the Little Blue 
River loaded with goods from the mill to the Ohio River and on to the Mississippi River. The 
story was that he’d sell his goods and boat in New Orleans and walk back home. Doyle 
marvels at how the stories all weave together the Brooks, Benhams, and Carnes families.   

She was contacted in 2015 by David Carnes, from Virginia. David is John Carnes’ great 
grandson. He was interested in visiting the site and had his great grandfather’s journals. The 
Carnes Mill site is difficult to access, but Doyle went to the site with him and caught his 
enthusiasm.  She then enlisted the Southern Illinois University (SIU) Center for 
Archaeological Investigations. “I’ve worked with Ryan Campbell and their students before,” 
said Doyle. “We have a partnership agreement and they do amazing work. They were 
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finishing up some work at Lick Creek and came down and spent time working at the Carnes 
Mill site.”  

Doyle explained her task for the group was to find out more about John Carnes and his mill, 
how the mill worked, approximately when it was built and operated, any features remaining 
and any artifacts they might uncover.  

Private ownership complicated access and evaluation on the dam, mill site and other 
features.  The Hoosier owns only a portion of the peninsula where the dam and mill are 
located. The mill site, dam, and former mill pond are on private land. A log cabin, thought to 
have belonged to the mill operator, burned down a few years ago on private land near the 
mill site, though the cellar remains. However other cultural features related to the mill are on 
federal land.   

Since the Little Blue River is shallow, in order to back up enough water to operate a mill, 
Carnes built a dam across the river. The dam held the water back to a level sufficient to turn 
the mill wheel which was likely an under turn wheel.  

Ryan Campbell, Researcher with the Center from SIU, believes the mill was a two story 
structure on the bank that extended over the river on piers. The point in the dam where the 
water was funneled through a drain to turn the wheel is still visible. No sign of the wheel 
remains although there are still large wooden beams visible in the river.  

Carnes utilized a natural cave which formed under the narrow peninsula upstream from 
where he built his mill.  He built a system with cut rock to control the water entering the cave.  
When he wanted to back up the water in the mill pond, essentially damming up the Little Blue 
River, he would close the cave.  The water backed up forming a deep pond in the river, and 
he could operate his mill. When the mill wasn’t in operation he opened the structure and let 
part of the water run through the cave as it naturally would. He also built a rock retaining wall 
along the base of the structure to keep water from escaping into the cave when he needed it 
for the pond.  

The control structure was a well-built, two-story deep structure, and Campbell speculates it 
had an iron door to regulate the water. There may have been a building over the stone 
structure as well. Campbell believes the gate would have been heavy so it would have been 
lifted with a wheel.  The water would have flown through the structure and into the cave. The 
students also excavated around a cabin site near this water structure where presumably 
someone lived whose job was to regulate the water levels. They discovered several artifacts 
consistant with the mid to late 1800s.  



 
 

 

A deep cistern next to the cabin was made of cut stacked sandstone with a cement plaster 
coating. The same cut stacked sandstone was noted at the cabin on private land in the ruins 
of the old cellar doorway and cistern.  

Campbell said John Carnes had a grist mill on the Big Blue at Milltown in the 1840s on a 
bend in the river very similar to this. He then went to California during the Gold Rush but 
came back and started this mill. Whether he, or someone else ran the mill isn’t known. 

The Carnes Mill Site is only partly owned by the federal government, but is managed as a 
special area. The 280-acre Carnes Mill Special Area was identified as special due to the 
geology of the subterranean cutoff, as well as the dry upland forest community and 
sandstone cliffs. The vegetation communities on the sandstone cliffs and the American 
beech, sugar maple and yellow poplar forests are considered special.  

Campbell also found where the sandstone used in the water control structure and in the 
foundation stones were quarried.  The rock faces along the bend in the river have clear 
indications of being quarried with chisels and drills. He said gunpowder was also often used.  

The land yields clues to those who know how to read it. Campbell indicates the scars of an 
old road bed on either side of the Little Blue River, and said the Carnes Mill Road once ran 
down the hill, and forded the river. It is impassable today but with some imagination you can 
imagine wagons bringing grain or logs to the mill. You can see that what is now a remote and 
quiet bend in the river may have once been a busy place of commerce.  

The old cut sandstone dam was partially deconstructed by the Civilian Conservation Corps 
so that the Little Blue River could flow more easily around the bend and wouldn’t flood, but 
most of the dam is still visible.  Campbell speculates the dam was built higher at one time 
with earth and now only the sandstone base remains. Graffiti at one end of the dam is carved 
into a sandstone rock: “J.B. May 1918.”  

For more information on the cultural resource program on the Hoosier National Forest call 
812-275-5987. 
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The U.S. Forest Service is an agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, a mission of sustaining the 

health, diversity and productivity of the nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and 

future generations. The Forest Service’s Eastern Region includes twenty states in the Midwest and East, 

stretching from Maine, to Maryland, to Missouri, to Minnesota. There are 17 national forests and one 

national tallgrass prairie in the Eastern Region. For more information, visit www.fs.usda.gov/R9. 
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The U.S. Forest Service manages 193 million acres of public land, provides assistance to state and private 

landowners, and maintains the largest forestry research organization in the world. Public lands the Forest 

Service manages contribute more than $13 billion to the economy each year through visitor spending alone. 

Those same lands provide 20 percent of the nation’s clean water supply, a value estimated at $7.2 billion 

per year. The agency has either a direct or indirect role in stewardship of about 80 percent of the 850 

million forested acres within the U.S., of which 100 million acres are urban forests where most Americans 

live. For more information, visit www.fs.usda.gov/. 

### 

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations 

and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or 

administering USDA programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, 

religion, sex, gender identity (including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital 

status, family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal 

or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA (not all 

bases apply to all programs).  Remedies and complaint filing deadlines vary by program or incident.  

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., 

Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or 

USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay 

Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other 

than English.  

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-

3027, found online at http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html and at any USDA office or write 

a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request 

a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) 

mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence 

Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) 

email:  program.intake@usda.gov.  

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 
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