
ABOUT THE 
BALDWIN-EBERHART 

WINDMILL 
 

      The windmill standing at the 
Rock County Historical Museum 
Complex was built by Elmer Baldwin 
in 1930 on what was at that time the 
Baldwin farm.  The Baldwin farm 
was to later become the Eberhart 
ranch.  It was origin-ally used as a 
windmill to pump water, power a 
grinding wheel to sharpen sickles 
and power a hammer mill to grind 
feed. 
      The original head as made from 
a Model T Ford. The wind mill wheel 
was mounted on the drive shaft and 
the Model T brake was used to stop 
the wheel.  In 1946 the Mo-el T was 
replaced with a Dempster head and 
was used specifically for pumping 
water.  The present wheel and head 
were built by Elmer Baldwin in 
Columbus, Nebraska in 1983.  Elmer 
purchased the wind-mill and donated 
it to the Historical Society. 
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THE HISTORY OF WINDMILLS 

 

      Windmills played an important 
role in the lives of the early prairie 
settler. Land shortages and false 
promises led early settler to move 
away from the more populated rivers 
and streams so they could claim 
enough land for farming and ranch-
ing.  The lack of water posed a life 
and death situation.  The settlers 
found only the occasional water hole 
or seep and very rarely it spring.  
Usually these contained insects, 
dead animals, snakes and disease 
causing bacteria.  Some of the water 
contained natural minerals that ren-
dered it poisonous.  To obtain drink-
able water the land-owners dug 
wells when possible. They used it 
rope and pulley to bring water out of 
the well by the bucket full.  Some 
settlers had a pump to bring water 
up from the well.  Either way it was 
hard work to supply the home and 
cattle with water.  For those who did 
not have the availability of ground 
water, they caught rain water and 
run off water from their roofs in a 
cistern or rain barrel. 
As the size of the ranches grew and 
the demand for water increased, the 
landowner erected a windmill over 
the well.  The windmill does not 
pump the water itself.  The rotation 

of the blades on the wheel moves a 
sucker rod or pump rod in an up and 
down motion; with the help of check 
valves it pulls the water to the 
surface thru a pipe and into a 
storage tank.  The wheel head gears 
has to be greased, usually weekly 
until the gears were built sealed in 
oil so maintenance was decreased 
to twice a year.  It was a difficult job 
to climb the windmill tower, stand 
big on the platform and grease the 
gears.  Cowboys discovered they 
could boost their income consider-
ably by learning to repair and main-
tain windmills. The mod 1900’s brou-
ght rural electric that transformed 
the countryside the lofty towers with 
the spinning blades fell causality to 
the availability of the electric pump. 

      When the rail-roads 
headed west and the 

steam engine was 
king, workers e-
rected the wind-
mills, with stor-
age tanks about 
every thirty miles 

along the track.  The stored water 
quenched the thirst of the train crew, 
replenished the water supply on the 
train for the steam engines.  In order 
to get their cattle to marker quicker, 
ranchers built corrals and loading 
chutes at strategic water stops, their 
short-ening the cattle drive. 

      The use of wind power came to 
the Americans with the earliest set-
tlers.  Records from the 1600’s tell of 
the use of windmill for grinding 
grain.  Even earlier as in business 
today because of the decreased 
demand.  Aemotre continues to be a 
leading product since La Verne 
Noyes founded the company in 
1888.  The windmill was used for 
other things other than pumping 
water.  The shaft could be discon-
nected from the well and attached to 
a hammer mill to grind grain or to a 
griangin wheel to sharpen sickles, 
knives, axes, etc.  One of the most 
unique windmills was the Wind 
Charger.  It generated limited a-
mount of low voltage direct current.  
Today we see the modern “windmill” 
located on wind farms operating to 
produce electricity for commercial 
power. 
      Windmills have lost their impor-
tance in American farming and ran-
ching and it is hard for some to 
remember how vitally important they 
once were.  Today, only a few wind-
mills dot the landscape.  Some work, 
most don’t.  Most stand abandoned 
various state of ruin.  They stand 
ghostly silhouettes against the hori-
zon, reminders of the early settle-
ment of Rock County and the strug-
gles faced. 
 


