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Swany White Flour joined the milling industry 
in 1898 with a simple set of equipment to 
mill grains for the local community. Over 

its one hundred years of operation minimal 
upgrades were made to the building and 

equipment. The only major change was shifting 
from steam power to electric in 1966. Besides 

that the Thelen family continued to mill 
grains the same as it was done when the mill 

was first built.

RESTORED PLACE NOT REPLACEMENT
While the loss of the century old two story brick building was tragic, the loss of a locally milled flour industry was equally 

impactful on the community. At Swany White flour, what was lost and needs to be replaced is the communities’ passion 
for locally produced goods. Freeport’s passion for milling can be best compared to the growing passion within the brewing 

industry. The start of the craft beer revolution has created a whole new market for local breweries. 

BREWERIES AND FLOUR PRODUCTION IN MINNESOTA

HOW CAN THE LOSS OF THE LAST CENTURY OLD FLOUR MILL IN MINNESOTA BE COMMEMORATED?
When a culturally significant and historic building is lost or destroyed in a community some of  what is lost is reversible, while other aspects are not. 

This thesis explores a specific community’s sense of loss when the material culture of industrial heritage is destroyed and works to find out how to restore 
cultural awareness of irreplaceable industrial heritage. By looking at a historic building after its destruction, a forensic, autopsy-like, narrative can be created. 

Examining the tangible legacy, literal and theoretical elements of the building can start to show what is able to replace that building.

HISTORY OF BEER MAKING IN MINNESOTA

HISTORY OF FLOUR MILLING IN MINNESOTA

FIRST FLOOR SECOND FLOOR

On December 27th, 2011 after over a hundred 
years of operation Swany White caught fire, 
while the cause of the fire was never known, 
it is not uncommon for mills to burn due to 
the high concentration of explosive flour dust 
in the air. This is reminded that no matter 
how far milling has come, it can still be 

held back by some of its oldest limitations. 
The night of the fire a small crowd of locals 
gathered and watched as the historic symbol 
of their town burned to the ground. Leaving 
the brick smoke stack standing among a pile 

of rubble.

In 2012 the Thelen family decided to rebuild 
the mill on the same site in Freeport. This 
new mill is much more efficient and only 

took up about a quarter of the previous site. 
Leaving the old smoke stack still awkwardly 
exposed on the site even though the new 
building does not use it. While the Swany 
White Flour brand was restored, something 
is still lost within this local community. The 
smoke stack is a constant reminder of what 
used to be there and is contrasted by the 

new efficient mill.1898 2011
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Stones are used to grind down grains to 
make them easier to eat.

Historians speculate that 
Prehistoric nomads made beer 
before learning to make bread.

1858: Minnesota becomes a 
State with 30 breweries already 

established 

1862-1863: The amount of breweries 
in the state double from 30 to 60 1919: Prohibition: While some breweries 

continued to secretly make beer, most closed 
down for good.

1933: Prohibition ends: Most small breweries 
were unable to reopen.

1939-1945: WWII – Minnesota breweries are 
contracted by the government to brew beer, 
with lower alcohol, specifically for the military.

1970: Most local breweries in the 
state are closed, while the larger 

breweries gain control of the market.

1986: Summit Brewing 
Company opens as the first 
craft brewery in the state.

1823: First Steam boat reaches St 
Anthony Falls in Minneapolis.

1878: Explosion at Washburn Mill in Minneapolis: the largest mill 
in the world at the time. Reducing Minnesota production by 1/3.

1893: Minnesota produces more flour 
than anywhere else in the world.

1898: Swany White Flour opens 
in Freeport.

1965: The Washburn Mill in 
Minneapolis closes.

2003: Mill City Museum opens in 
the ruins of the old Washburn Mill.

Brewery location Concentration of flour mills

2011: Swany White Flour 
burns down.
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