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1. Name > 
historic DUCK MILL 

For NPS UM only 

received API 

date entered 

and or common DUCK MILL 

2. Location 
street & number 60 Duck M i l l Road [\]//\ not for publication 

city, town Fitchbupg N / ^ vicinity of 

state M a s s a c h u s e t t s code 025 county Worcester code 027 

3. Classif ication 
Category Ownership Status Present Use 

district public occupied agriculture museum 
_X building(s) _X private unoccupied commercial park 

structure both ' i f i v - f X work in progress educational private residence 
site Publ ic Acqu is i t ion Access ib le entertainment religious , 
object in process yes: restricted government scientific 

being considered yes: unrestricted industrial • • ,. > transportation 
no military _X_other: A p t . u n i t 

4. Owner of Property 

name Duck M i l l H is tor ica l Trust ' — • -

street & number 540 Main S t r e e t 

city, town Townsend N/A vicinity of state Massachusetts 

5. Location of Legal Description 
courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Northern Worcester Registry of Deeds 

street & number Elm S t r e e t 

city, town Fitchburg state Massachusetts 

6. Representation in Existing Surveys 
title Inventory of the Historic Assets 

of the Commonwoalth 

date 1977 

has this property been determined eligible? yes X no 

federal ^ state county local 

depository for survey records Massachusetts Historical Commission 

city, town Boston state MA 



7. Descript ion DUCK M I L L , 60 Duck Mil l Rd., Fitchburg, MA 

Condition Check one Check one 
excellent deteriorated unaltered X^ original site 

X good ruins ^ altered moved date 
fair >-,{.i unexposed 

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 

Duck Mill is located on a 2.5 acre irregularly shaped parcel on the northeast side of 
Duck Mill Road in South Fitchburg, approximately 1.5 miles from the city's commercial 
business district. The property is bounded by Duck Mill Road on the southwest, Bemis 
Road on the east, and recent commercial buildings on the north and west. The Nashua 
River flows approximately 500 feet to the north; the mill race that provided power to 
the mill was filled in in recent years. Numerous small storehouses and sheds were 
once scattered around the site, particularly to the north and west of the main 
complex. None of these now remain, and the land on which they stood (lots 20A, 6A, 
6B, 6C, and 6D on the Engineers Map) is now under separate ownership. 

The prehistoric archeological potential of the Duck Mill site is limited. There are 
no recorded prehistoric sites in the area. While there may have been prehistoric 
activity in the vicinity, the site has probably been regraded and otherwise disturbed 
to an extent that precludes prehistoric survivals. The Duck Mill site has more 
potential for historic archeological remains. Potential resources would include 
refuse scatter, the remains of an earlier mill, the remains of small ancillary 
structures which may have existed, and the remains of technological structures such as 
power systems. 

The mill complex consists of ten attached structures and additions. The main mill 
building (A), built in 1844, exhibits the features typical of New England textile 
factories erected between 1820 and 1850. Measuring 46 X 100 feet, it stands three 
stories on a granite block foundation and is surmounted by a gable slate roof. A 
gabled stairtower bisects the facade. The hexagonal wooden bell cupola was removed in 
the mid 20th century, although the square base remains. Near the roof ridge, sixteen 
skylights once pierced the roof; they were removed and the roof patched in the late 
1890s. The plain brick walls are relieved by a projecting belt beneath the dentilated 
cornice. Along the raking eaves, angled bricks link the cornice to the main wall 
plane. Fenestration is regularly spaced, consisting of on the lower stories and 8/8 
sash on the third story, all set between granite window sills and lintels. 
Alterations to the main mill include changing the centrally positioned first story 
entrance of the stairtower to an adjacent window and arched doorway (late 1890s) and 
creating a wide loading entrance on the first story to the left of the tower (mid 20th 
century). 

To the south of the mill stands a three-story, flat-roofed addition (D), constructed 
in two phases. It is not known when the basement and first story were erected, though 
architectural evidence suggests the 1850s or 1860s. The upper two floors were added 
ca. 1900. The addition's fenestration continues the pattern established on the 
original mill, except on the top story where the window openings are arched. The 
dentilated cornice matches that of the original mill. Double wooden loading doors are 
found on each level of the south elevation. 

In 1853, a 2 1/2 story, 36X39-foot machine shop (B) was erected just northwest of the 
main mill and sited gable-end to Duck Mill Road. Stylistically, it is similar to the 

(continued) 
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earlier mill. Alterations include the conversion of a second story loading door to a 
window on the south wall, the addition of an early 20th century door below (in an 
original doorway), and the replacement of the south slope of the slate roof with 
asphalt shingles. 

The machine shop and original mill were linked in 1887 by a three-story, flat-roofed 
stairtower. On the west elevation, the tower contains an entrance with double wooden 
doors and a two-light transom on the first story, a 8/12 window on the second story, 
and another 8/12 window set in an arched head on the third story. 

Behind the main mill is the 40X50-foot picker house (C). When built in 1878, it was 
freestanding, but with later additions it has become connected to the mill complex on 
all but the east elevation. It has a pitched asphalt roof (once slate). The east 
wall was designed with seven arched window openings; it was refaced in the early 20th 
century and new rectangular openings were cut in to match those of the adjacent cloth 
room, added in 1907. The picker house originally had 12/12 sash, but they have been 
altered to fixed multipane lower sash with louvers above. 

North of the machine shop are the engine and boiler rooms (E and F), which are 
single-story brick additions built in 1893 to replace the 1853 boiler house that had 
been on the same spot. Their primary fenestration is paired 16-pane fixed sash 
beneath eight-light transoms. On their north elevation are smaller, arched openings 
with twelve fixed lights. An entrance on the same wall has been blocked up, although 
the transom remains. On their east elevation, an original arched doorway with transom 
and double wooden doors survives. A tapered 90-foot chimney rises from their east 
elevation. (E & F) 

Abutting either side of the 1878 picker house is the 1907 cloth room (G) on the south 
end and the 1910 weave shed (H) on the north. The former is one story tall with 12/12 
sash in arched window openings and simple eave brackets. The latter, also a single 
story, has arched window openings containing paired twelve-light fixed sash beneath 
paired eight-light transoms. A window on the east wall was converted to a loading 
door in the mid 20th century. The entire east wall of the mill (including that of the 
picker house) was painted buff at some time in the early or mid 20th century. 

In 1926, two final additions were built onto the complex. At the south end is a 
single story, triangular-shaped room (J) with small, arched window openings containing 
eight fixed lights. Double wooden doors lead onto Bemis Road. At the northeast end 
is a three-bay addition ( I ) , stylistically identical to the adjacent weave shed. 

The interior of the entire mill complex is open and functionally designed. Two rows 
of round columns divide the space of the main 1844 mill. Throughout, walls are 
exposed brick and floors are wooden plank. The only surviving stairway is in the 
1880s stairtower; it features square newel posts with chamfered corners, round caps, 
and simple turnings. The railing is wood tongue and groove. On the foundation walls 
of the machine shop, the arched outline of the mill race (now filled in) is visible. 



8 . S i g n i f i c a n c e ^^^^ "^^LL, eo Duck Mil l Road, Fitchburg, MA 

Period 
prehistoric 
1400-1499 
1500-1599 
1600-1699 
1700-1799 
1800-1899 
1900-

Speci f ic dates 

Areas of Signi f icance—Check and just i fy below 
archeology-prehistoric 
archeology-historic 
agriculture 

X architecture 
art 

^ commerce 
communications 

community planning 
conservation 
economics 
education 
engineering 
exploration settlement 
Industry 

JC_ Invention 

landscape architecture 
law 
literature 
military 
music 
philosophy 
politics government 

religion 
science 
sculpture 
social/ 
humanitarian 
theater 
transportation 
other (specify) 

W^A-,-mT, U78, 1893,:. - :̂  .̂̂  7 
moa,_iM7., 4 9W-,-1 ^z^^'^'^'^^' 

unknown 

statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

Duck Mill possesses integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, feeling, 
and association. The building is associated historically with cotton manufacturing, 
the primary nineteenth-century industry in Fitchburg, and with George Blackburn, a 
leading local industrialist of the period. The earliest part of Duck Mill is a 
well-preserved example of the type of factory building erected in Massachusetts 
between 1820 and 1850. Numerous additions made to the mill throughout the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century demonstrate a well-documented evolution of a mill building 
over time. As one of the earliest surviving textile mills in Fitchburg, and as a fine 
example of mill architecture. Duck Mill meets Criteria A and C of the National 
Register of Historic Places on the local level. 

Textile manufacturing was first introduced to Fitchburg in 1807, when the state's 
second cotton factory, the Fitchburg Cotton Manufacturing Co., was erected on the -
banks of the Nashua River. The river, which falls 250 feet as it flows through the 
community, quickly became the site of additional textile mills; by 1832, seven cotton 
and woolen factories were in operation. The manufacture of textiles and textile 
machinery was the leading industry in Fitchburg throughout most of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. Fitchburg went through a period of major growth and 
prosperity in the 1840s and 1850s, and soon ranked third in Massachusetts cotton * 
manufacturing, behind only Lowell and Taunton. 

Around 1832, George Blackburn erected the first mill in South Fitchburg, a hamlet of 
only a few houses on the main road from Boston to Keene, New Hampshire. Blackburn's 
mill was a cotton factory, manufacturing the type of cloth known as "shoddy". This 
mill burned to the ground ca. 1843. The next year, Blackburn built the main building 
of the present complex oh this site of his earlier factory. This new mill produced 
cotton duck cloth instead of shoddy cloth. Within the following decade. Duck Mill 
grew significantly, and Blackburn added a machine shop and boiler room. Growth was 
facilitated by the arrival of the Fitchburg Railroad from Boston and the Fitchburg and 
Worcester Railroad from Worcester in 1845. Tracks reached South Fitchburg by 1854. 

Though one of many textile mills in Fitchburg, Duck'Mill was the only one producing 
heavy canvas cloth, or duck. Its primary customer was the locally burgeoning paper 
industry, to which the mill supplied heavy canvas cloth for belting used to carry the 
paper through the manufacturing process. Duck Mill was capable of producing cloth in 
widths from 18 to 22 inches. During the Civil War, the mill manufactured cotton duck 
cloth for hammocks, army tents, awnings, sails, and trousers for the Union Army. In 
succeeding years, the mill became the largest American producer of sail cloth for 
high-masted schooners. 

As was typical of most mid-nineteenth century mills. Duck Mill originally operated 
solely on waterpower. Its source was th§ Nashua River, which was dammed by Blackburn 

(continued) 
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10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property 
Quadrangle n;.mp Fitchburg, MA 
UT M References 
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Verba l boundary desc r ip t ion and j us t i f i ca t i on 

The nominated property includes entire parcel of land on which the building is sited  
and as outlined in red on attached engineering map. The property includes the entire  
industrial complex of Duck Mill. The dwellings on the opposite side of Duck Mill Road, 
List a l l s ta tes and coun t ies for p roper t ies over lapping s ta te or county boundar ies ( c o n t i n u e d ) 

state 
-N/A-

code county code 

state code county code 

11. Form Prepared By 
name/title 

Mary Kate Sampson, Mass. Historical Commission, with 
— Elizabeth Durfee Hengen, Preservation Consultant— 

organization Massachusetts Historical Commission 
-j^'^July 5, 1984 

street & number QQ B o v l s t o n S t r e e t telephone (617 ) 727 -8470 

city or town Boston state Massachusetts 

12, State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

national state 
X local 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the National Park Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature ^ j Q l i A A l / 4 . | ^jZA/WlgP^—-

Executive Director, Mass. Historical Commission ^ 
title State Historic Preservation Officer ^^^^ ^aMc\^\\^^ 

For NPS use only 
I hereby certify that this property is included in the National Register 

Entered In 
date 

Attest date 

Chief of Registration 

U . S . GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE : 1983 O - 4 1 9 - 3 1 1 
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several hundred feet upstream and diverted into a raceway that ran through the 
basement of the machine shop. In 1853 a supplementary steam engine was installed. As 
late as 1929, water supplied more than half of the mill's power, supplemented by 
electricity. The original raceways are now filled in. 

At the time of his death in 1871, Blackburn also owned a second mill in nearby 
Ashburnham, which provided the spun yarn for Duck Mill's weaving operation. Other 
Blackburn properties in the vicinity of Duck Mill included numerous storehouses and 
three Greek Revival dwellings, including a brick boardinghouse. North of his dam, 
Blackburn owned additional cotton mills, and across Water Street, a fine residence. 
Of the buildings in Duck Mill's immediate area, only two smaller dwellings on the 
opposite side of Duck Mill Road survive. They are not included in this nomination 
because their relationship to each other and to the mill is no longer intact, the 
southerly building has been severely altered, and they are not in common ownership. 

Upon Blackburn's death, his property passed to his daughter, Harriette Nevins of 
Framingham, who continued to manage and expand Duck Mill for thirty-five years. In 
this period, the company's salesrooms were located on Chauncey Street in Boston. In 
1905 Mrs. Nevins sold the mill to Fitchburg Duck Mills, a group of businesses under 
the direction of Walter F. Stiles. The physical plant was enlarged, with new weave 
and cloth rooms built on either side of the rear picker house. By 1922, nearly 200 
people were employed at the mill, operating 1800 twister spindles, 3072 spinning 
spindles, and 65 looms. In addition to producing cotton duck and felt, the mill 
diversified to include tire fabric and automobile upholstery in its production. 

Like most northern textile mills. Duck Mill suffered losses during the Depression and, 
later, faced extreme competition from cotton manufacturers in the South. Yet the mill 
continued production through the 1940s. By the time it closed in 1947, it had been 
manufacturing cotton for over one hundred years, longer than any other mill in 
Fitchburg. 

In 1947 the building was bought by the Brown Bag Filling Machine Company, a local 
business of some interest. Founded in 1892 by the Brown brothers, the company 
designed and manufactured packets for samples and merchandise sold in small units. 
The company also invented and manufactured machinery capable of filling such packets. 
The company's customers could either ship their products to the factory for packaging 
or rent or buy machinery and packets to do their own filling. Manufacturers of seeds, 
nuts, candy, gelatin, and nails were among their customers, and the Brown Bag Filling 
Machine Company had markets throughout the United States and Canada. The company 
remained in Duck Mill for twelve years. 

During the 1960s, the mill was occupied by J. L. Del isle Company, apron 
manufacturers. By 1970, an assortment of plastic manufacturing companies, 
representing northern Worcester County's rapidly developing plastics industry, were ' 

(continued) 
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sharing space with Del isle, 
building and remained there 

Azarian Molded Plastic Company eventually purchased the 
until 1983. In that year the mill was bought by the 

current owners, who' are converting the space into apartment units. 

The prehistoric archeological significance of the Duck Mill site is low. Since Duck 
Mill is such an evolutionary building, the potential for documenting that evolution 
through archeological investigation provides the site's primary archeological 
significance. Although the dates of most additions to the mill are known, 
archeological investigation might provide further insights into patterns of alteration 
to the mill. Refuse scatter and other surviving subsurface features may also help to 
document the changing ethnic, social, and economic patterns of the mill's occupants. 
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10. Boundary Justification (cont.) • 

brick Greek Revival structures, have not been included since their relationship to each 
other and to the mill is no longer*intact; in addition, the southerly dwelling has 
been greatly altered. 
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