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Qgj Original Site

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND QRI G^AU.fif known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Charles H. Burwell House was constructed in 1883 near the site 
of the first flour mill west of the Minneapolis area. This towered 
"gothic-stick-style" house exists today in basically the same configura­ 
tion as when it was built with the exception of the addition of an 
enlarged porch prior to the turn of the century. The interior retains 
its period decor with only alterations being the addition of bathrooms 
and an undated kitchen. Since acquisition by the City of Minnetonka 
in 1970, preservation and restoration work has been in progress on the 
house and site.

The Burwell House was occupied continuously by members of the 
Burwell Family until 1958, when it was sold to the William Smith family. 
Even then Miss Louise Burwell, the last of the family to reside on the 
property, -moved into the guest house (a small cottage adjacent to the 
house) for several years. ,

The landscape, as well as the economy, changed soon after Burwell's 
house was built. Originally the front yard sloped down to the mill 
pond. At that time Minnehaha Creek was navigable to Lake Minnetonka 
by steamer, and the Burwells had their own boat and dock. By 1897 a 
dam was constructed at Gray's Bay on Lake Minnetonka. The mill pond 
gradually disappeared, and Minnehaha Creek cut a narrow path in front 
of the house.

In addition to the main house are two smaller buildings. One is 
a board-and-batten millworker's cottage which had been used by the 
sawmill and later by the flour- mill to house millhands. It is the only 
extant example of fifteen such cottages which were located at the >* 
.sawmill. , It ;pre^.dates the Burwell house by approximately twenty yelrfrs. 
The Burwells made this cottage into a guest house after moving it onto 
the property; it-now functions as a caretaker's residence. The other 
building was formerly the mill office for Burwell's flour mill. It 
retains;its original "Eastlakian" ̂ /cnament and character. It has been 
altered by the enlargement of the door to accommodate its present 
function as a garage.

In general, the Burwell property has remained unchanged since 
the turn of the century and has been regarded ag a property of 
distinctive local significance.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The village of Minnetonka Mills was the fiTrst permanent white 
settlement in Hennepin County west of the Minneapolis area. In this 
village Governor Alexander Ramsey officially named the newly re­ 
discovered lake "Minnetonka" in June of 1852, meaning "Big-water" in 
the dialect of the Dakota.

By provision of the territorial charter a twelve-foot dam was 
constructed across Minnehaha Creek at a site two miles east of the 
Lake Minnetonka outlet. A sawmill was built in the village by Simon 
Stevens and Calvin Tuttle in 1853.

After an early fire, the sawmill was rebuilt and enlarged by the 
addition of a furniture factory and varnish house. This industrial 
development felt the economic impact of the Panic of 1857 and was 
forced to close. By 1860 both the sawmill and the furniture factory 
had burned. ?r; " u •-' '•" • ' •'• :;: lc :: ; ' j ! '' • ' r ' : " rr : ""•••••

Nine years later a four-story flour mil1! wa's eifexited: on the 'Site, 
eventually producing four hundred barrels of flour a day, with a one- 
hundred-horse-power steam engine to supplement 'the"increasingly' 1 1J 
inadequate water power. Charles H. Burwe^Tl became the manager of this 
enterprise in 1877, purchaiftg it seven years thereafter. Under 1 - " 
Burwell's direction, the Minnetonka Mills Company prospered and 
challenged the laurels of the mills in Minneapolis in quality and 
distribution.

At the peak of this prosperous time for the town of Minnetonka 
Mills, Charles Burwell decided to build a fine new house for his 
young wife, Mary Dunham Burwell, on a parcel of land .adjacent to the 
mill. This house, which has been referred to by many as an excellent 
example of the vernacular " carp enter-Go thj^r""s tick style", was 
completed in IS^T. ^

This year was also the peak in Minnetonka Mills short life as a 
prominent industrial town. The mill was sold the next year to a 
Canadian milling company; however, this company never materialized to 
assume operation of the mill. Burwell repurchased the buildings a 
quarter section of land from the Canadian land holders and resumed 
operation of the process. The mill operated as a custom grist mill 
for a short period until operations were moved to Minneapolis, and

(see continuation sheet)
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MAY 2
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#8 Significance

the Minnetonka Mill was closed and torn down in 1900.

The grounds and three of the buildings significant to the preservation 
and interpretation of the early milling heritage of the Minnetonka Mills 
area remain. They have bepfi acquired by the City of Minnetonka for 
use as a museum and park,r
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