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Windmills in Ancient Times 
 

We see the windmills mainly in the west, but elsewhere too.  If we’ve lived here awhile, we can see the windmills 

have exploded in number.  And they are all doing one thing: generating electricity. 

But in history, windmills have had many purposes, none of which involved electricity at first.  Winds may rise 

and winds may fall but one thing is certain, wind is over all. 

• 700s Monsoon winds blew across the Indian Ocean and fanned the flames in furnaces used to smelt 

iron. 

• 800s Gale force winds enabled the ancient Persians to turn revolving door style windmills that ground 

corn and pumped water for irrigation. 

• 1200s Mongolian armies captured Persians and forced them to build windmills for irrigation in China.  

Similar windmills are found in Egypt and throughout the Middle East. 

• 1500s Windmills pumped water and ground grain using cloth sails in Spain and Greece. 

• 1600s The Dutch bought windmills and used them to pump water out of the lakes and marshy lands.  

They thus reclaimed land below sea level.   They also brought wind power to New Amsterdam, now 

called New York. 

• 1700s Throughout Europe, people found uses for windmills.  They were used to grind grain, gunpowder, 

make medicines, hull beans, pound wool into felt cloth, make paper, and saw lumber. 

• 1800s Windmills were essential in settling the American West.  They pumped water in dry farmlands 

and ranches.  They were at railroad stations to pump water to run the steam engines.  The heyday of 

windmills was about 1890-1935, when six million of them could be seen in the prairies, farmlands, and 

deserts. 

• 1900s Electricity has been discovered and tamed.  Windmills generated electricity for radios, light 

bulbs, and power equipment, but they went out of style after the Rural Electrification Project brought 

electricity to remote regions by power lines. 

• Today The 1970s experienced fuel shortages, which brought wind energy to the fore again.  People 

started thinking of renewable and non-polluting sources of power.  California led the way.  Now there are 

about 11,000 windmills in the Altamont Pass east of San Francisco, Tehachapi Pass southeast of 

Bakersfield, and the San Gorgonio Pass at the entrance to the Coachella Valley.  In total today, wind 

energy projects add up to at least 5,535 megawatts, which is enough to power 2,000,000+ households.   

Wind power generation creates no emissions and uses virtually no water.  Water savings in California total 

more than 3.4 billion gallons per year.  The carbon dioxide savings is equivalent to taking 1.7 million cars off 

the road. 

So let’s all take a hot water shower and thank the engineers and investors who are husbanding these scarce 

resources. 


