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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Tunnel Mill is located on a three quarter mile horseshoe bend of Bear 
Creek in northwestern Fillmore County, Minnesota. Built on the lower edge of the 
one hundred and fifty feet deep valley and at the end of a six hundred foot long 
mill race, the mill derives its name from the fact that the builder and original 
owner, J.A. Stout, tunnelled underneath the bluff through limestone bedrock, 
shortcutting the bend of the creek. Consequently he took advantage of the natural 
twenty five foot drop in the creek bed and eliminated the need for a mill pond.

The Tunnel Mill is a timber and frame structure with horizontal clapboard 
siding. While of venacular, industrial design, the strong emphasis on verticality, 
the twin circular windows beneath the gable overhang and the extensive overhang 
to the eaves reflect the Italianate influence of the period.

J.A. Stout originally constructed only the main portion of the building in 
1871, utilizing locally quarried limestone for the base. He added the shed addition 
in 1881 .as a sorghum mill. The original grain mill produced upwards of fifty barrels 
of flour per day during peak periods while the sorghum mill produced two thousand 
gallons of molasses in its first year of production. Most of the belts and 
pulleys are intact in the building as is the tunnel although now unused and dry. 
Most of the other milling equipment, however, was removed when the mill ceased 
operation in the 1930s.

Now standing unused except for storage for the old miller's house nearby, the 
mill is becoming increasingly vandalized and deteriorated.
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,.- ; -. Completed in 1871 
Tunnel Mil is the last

*by .J^'A. Stotirc, the locally renown miller and mill builder, the 
:"Surviving mill in the important "western concentration"________ important 

of grist mills in Fillmore County, Minnesota. To explain, Fillmore County which 
is located in the southernmost tier of counties in southeastern Minnesota, is 
naturally blessed with great rolling agricultural lands, and quickly cascading 
creeks and rivers. The latter form the edge to the deep Root River valley basin, 
a major tributary to the upper Mississippi River. Consequently, with the great 
wheat "booms" of the 1850s and 1870s, Fillmore County was geologically well suited 
to develop the greatest number of grain mills ever built in Minnesota. The mills 
were concentrated in two areas; on the southeastern edge of the county which saw 
well over one hundred and fifty mills being constructed between 1855 and 1900, 
and in the smaller northwestern corner of the county where over fifty milfewere built 
during the same period. The Tunnel Mill is the last vestige in the latter in this 
great milling area.

During the early years and before the development of the modern roller milling 
technology in the 1880s and 1890s, this county superceeded in quanity and quali^r 
even the world renown mills of St. Anthony Falls at Minneapolis.

The mill, like many of its neighboring companies, added a sorghum mill to 
supplement the grain milling.

Water supplied all power to the mill during its operation from 1871 to the 
1930s. But instead of water power being supplied by an adjacent dam which is the 
normal procedure, the Tunnel Mill capitalized on the natural advantage of its site. 
Bear Creek, its source of water, takes a three-quarter mile, horseshoe, bend around 
a hundred and fifty foot bluff. Stout hired four men during what local oldtimers 
describe as "one long, cold, hard winter" to construct a tunnel shortcutting the 
creek and supplying the power. Local histories claim the tunnel took the better 
part of a year to build using three tons of powder to blast the six by six by six 
hundred foot tunnel through the limestone bedrock. The tunnel created a twenty- 
five foot drop in the creek bed, more than sufficient to power the mill. It is 
the only known mill in the state to be powered in such a manner and represents a 
unique and rather ingenious engineering solution to an age old problem.
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