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The old Schwamb M i l l at 17 M i l l Lane and 29 Lowell Street, Arlington, 
consists of three structures on a one and one-half acre s i t e . The most notable 
of the three i s the main factory which stands beside M i l l Brook; i t s t i l l coi 
tains the antique machinery—unique, face plate lathes, cutting tools, leathei 
b e l t and wood pulley systems—used by f i v e generations of the Schwamb family 
i n custom-making picture frames. Parking space, formerly a m i l l pond, and a 
lane which bisects the property separate the main m i l l from two related builc.' 
ings, a dry k i l n and a wood storage barn. .. 

The Schwamb M i l l i s the t h i r d structure to stand on t h i s s i t e , follwoinc 
a seventeenth century g r i s t m i l l and the Woodbridge Spice M i l l , which was i n 
operation here by 1778. The Schwamb family converted the Woodbridge buildinc 
into a woodworking shop i n 1847; i t was dest .oyed by f i r e i n 1860 and the pre 
sent m i l l , a close reproduction, was immediately b u i l t on the existing foundc 
tions. 

The M i l l i s a 2h story, wooden building set on a foundation of granite 
boulders and handout brick, and has a simple pitched roof. The boulders are 
thought to have been put i n place to strengthen the o r i g i n a l g r i s t m i l l . Trde 
trunk posts support the i n t e r i o r walls and fl o o r timbers. The i n t e r i o r framing" 
i s o r i g i n a l (1860) and i n excellent condition, which i s unusual for Industrie, 
'•'uildings surviving from the p r e - C i v i l War period. 

m 

A fla t - r o o f e d e".l was added to the western side of the m i l l c. 1870. 
This three-story addition contains paint, glue and sanding shops. An o f f i c e 
e l l was added to Lhe southwest corner of the m i l l c. 1900. 

A l l exterior wall surfaces were o r i g i n a l l y covered with clapboards. Thdy 
are pierced at random by entrance and loading doors and 5/6 double-hung, wooci-
frame windows. The roof was once sheathed with wooden shingles but i s now 
covered by asphalt paper strip p i n g . 

The two other buildings i n the Schwamb complex are the k i l n (with s i x t y 
foot t a l l brick chimney) where birch, poplar and basswood were dried and 
straightened before being made into frames, and a wood storage barn. The 
basement of the l a t t e r housed the water-wheel which once powered the m i l l ' s 
working machinery via a long, underground drive-shaft. When the m i l l was 
converted from water power, the wheel was replaced by a steam engine. I n thei 
1930's the m i l l ' s machinery was adapted for e l e c t r i c i t y . 

The buildings i n the complex are s t r u c t u r a l l y sound. The Schwamb M i l l 
Preservation Trust, which now owns the m i l l building, hopes to purchase the 
barn, dry house and adjacent land. Plans are to remove the old wall coverinc 
on the M i l l and replace clapboards and cornerboards, to i n s t a l l automatic 
heating equipment, to provide additional pl\ambing f a c i l i t i e s , to insert new 
windows, and to renovate the storage baarn. 
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S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

The Old Schwamb M i l l i s priceless as a document for the study of 
i n d u s t r i a l culture. I t i s one of the few substantially complete examples 
of the family-owned c r a f t industries which were once found throughout New 
England. During the nineteenth century, the M i l l b u i l t a aa':.iona?- repu­
t a t i o n on che fact that i t was one of the few places where one could have 
a picture frame made to his exact specifications. The firm's frames can 
be found not only inthe private collections and major museums of the na--
t i o n ( Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; National Gallery of Art , Washington) 
but also i n the White House. Today, the M i l l i s the only factory of i t s 
kind i n the United States, s t i l l using antique machinery—unique face 
plate lathes, cutting tools, leather b e l t and wood pulley systems—to 
handcraft oval, c i r c u l a r , irregular and rectangular frames. 

During the seventeenth century a g r i s t m i l l was b u i l t on the Schwamb 
M i l l s i t e . By 1778, the Woodbridge Spice M i l l was i n operation here, pro--
cessing spices brought i n through the East Indies Trade. I n 1847, Charle^ 
and Frederick Schwamb, two of f i v e brothers who emigrated from Germany, 
purchased the Woodbridge property. They turned the spice m i l l i n t o a 
woodworking shop, using European techniques i n handcrafting picture frame^ 

Fire destroyed the wooden m i l l building i n 1060, but i t was promptly 
r e b u i l t on the o r i g i n a l foundations of granite boulders and handcut brick 
Through f i v e generations of Schwamb family ownership, the power for the 
M i l l ' s lathes and saws came f i r s t from the waters of the nearby M i l l Brodk 
then from steam made i n the bo i l e r of the dry k i l n and, eventually, i n the 
1930's from e l e c t r i c i t y . 

The Old Schwamb M i l l i s now being preserved as a l i v i n g museiim. Cus 
tom woodworking i s being done i n the t r a d i t i o n a l way, and Schwamb frames 
are s t i l l being shipped to gall e r i e s and frame shops throughout the coun­
t r y . A number of professional a r t i s t s and craftsmen have set up studios 
and workshops i n the M i l l , forming the Millbrook Art Center, which of f e r s 
a variety of courses aimed prima r i l y at young people. 
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SCHWAMB MILL (25-72-00012-00). Arlington, 
Middlesex Co., Private ownership (Schwamb 
Mill Preservation Trust). Rare example of a 
craft industry complex that continues to produce 
picture frames in the original manner. Replace­
ment of heating system, insulation, and removal 
of trees endangering the facility. $10,150.00. 


