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The Rhodes Mill, built in 1868, is a 2%-story building of oak and walnut 
construction on a rubble limestone foundation. The principal mass is 42 
feet long and 34' wide. A small shed, originally built in 1919 and restored 
in 1971, is found on the northwest corner. To the east end of the mill 
has been added a two-story living area, with a walk-in stone basement 
and shallow gable roof, which extends the overall building length to 56 feet. 
Much of the exterior is covered with narrow clapboarding. The main roof 
and the roof of the monitor are covered with sheet metal. Windows in the 
mill are fairly small, set in plain frames.. Those .of the south (-river) 
side are spaced symmetrically in four bays (with the end windows of the 
second story recent additions). Windows on the north side are irregularly 
spaced, due to a main entrance and door above which most likely was used 
to load flour or grain into wagons on the street below. Monitor windows 
have six lights each.

Most of the machinery in the mill is gone, but the present owner has 
restored two water turbines to working order. The owner plans to 
reinstall some grinding machinery, so that he can resume milling 
on a small-scale basis. The concrete dam dates from 1929.

The mill is located near the center of the town, on Fertile's main 
street and within the central business district. Across the river 
from the mill is a five-acre city park.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

William Rhodes' mill ; at Fertile represents ohb of Iowa's earliest industries. 
From the first settlements of the 1830's until the 1880's, wheat was a prin­ 
cipal cash crop, and hundreds of mills, large and small, were built to pro­ 
cess the grain. Although the volume of wheat encouraged relatively large- 
scale, "merchant milling" operations by the 1850 T s, the majority of Iowa 
mills were "custom" enterprises, grinding the grain of local farmers in 
exchange for a portion of the product.

William Rhodes arrived in Fertile Twp. from Ontario in 1856 (the county histories 
credit him with being the "first settler"), and opened a sawmill on Lime 
Creek (now the Winnebago River) in 1857. This he operated until the Civil 
War, when he enlisted in the 32nd Iowa Infantry. Following his discharge 
in 1865, Rhodes returned to Fertile, where his mill had become the nucleus 
of a small town.

Iowa's wheat production increased substantially after the Civil War: by 1869 
only Illinois grew more of that grain, and the 1870's were peak years for 
Iowa wheat and other grains (Johnson, -. pp. 177-78). Perhaps as a local response 
to this trend, Rhodes in 1868 built a flour mill at the site of his earlier 
operation, with a capacity of 50 bbl. of flour per day. By 1884, Rhodes was 
doing about $10,000 worth of business a year, "mostly custom work" for local 
farmers (History of Mitchell and Worth Counties (1884), pp. 748,753). As 
wheat production declined toward the end of the century, Rhodes may have 
diversified his business to include the production of feed grains. He and his 
son were in business as late as 1918, although local milling was by then 
largely obsolete.
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