
Frankenmuth Woolen and Knitting Mills … 
 
The Frankenmuth Historical Association is pleased to present this booklet on the third oldest 
enterprise which has retained its original name, product and location in Frankenmuth.  The 
Frankenmuth Woolen Mill is a business with a rich history.  Currently, the Mill is undergoing a 
renaissance of activity.  Gary McClellan, who purchased the Mill in 1977 from Arnold and Myra 
Abraham, and Manager Kathy (Abraham) Zeilinger have been involved in refurbishing and 
restoring the machinery and traditions of the Mill. 
 
Producing this first comprehensive history of the Mill has sparked many memories.  Relatives of 
past owners and former employees have been interviewed.  Laura (Baum) Kueffner, Ella 
(Conzelmann) Kern, Nina (Felgner) Fechter, Hattie Conzelmann, Selma (Veitengruber) 
Conzelmann, Oscar Ranke and Martin Grueber provided much of the information since they 
were involved with the business between 1912 and 1925.  Myra Abraham and Brigetta 
Schluckebier provided more recent information on the Mill. 
 
The Woolen Mill’s story is told here through photographs in a general chronological order.  The 
story is one of people, especially Franz Ranke, Ben Felgner, Wm. Abraham and his son Arnold.  
These four men are the key characters involved with the Mill from its founding in 1894 to the 
1970s. 
 
Sincerely, 
Carl R. Hansen, Director 
Copyright 1983, Frankenmuth Historical Association and Frankenmuth Woolen Mill 
[The 1983 version of this history is out of print and has been converted to this format for 
educational and research purposes. Information obtained from this booklet should include a 
reference to the source: Frankenmuth Historical Assn.	  Images courtesy of Frankenmuth Woolen 
Mill.] 
 

 
 



 
Machinery purchased from John Richardson of the Tuscola Woolen Mill for $600 in October, 
1894 probably marked the beginning of the Frankenmuth Woolen Mill.  Franz Ranke, born in 
1855, and George Grueber, born in 1851, started the Mill.  Family tradition states that Grueber 
worked with the company because his young son, Otto, was interested in sheep. Otto’s death at 
the age of 16 in 1899 possibly ended George Grueber’s connection with the Mill because 
existing records do not list him as a property or business associate in the 20th century. 
 
Franz Ranke’s business grew as the Mill received locally produced wool from which blankets, 
socks, yarn, mittens and wool batting was made.  The cider and jelly works, which was in 
business in 1889 located in the front of the mill, was a seasonal enterprise.  It seems to have 
rarely generated much income, usually a few hundred dollars a year.  Farmers would bring their 
apples and grapes for pressing and in the same day they would be able to take the finished 
product home. 

 1903. (1995.58.5.5b copy) 
1903 is the oldest picture of the employees at the Mill. Top row: Benjamin Felgner, Adolph 
Bernthal, Herman Honold, Otto Rau. Bottom row: Mollie Schmidt, Clara (Bernthal) Stroebel 
with products manufactured in 1903 (socks, wool batting, mittens and yarn). Ben Felgner worked 
for Ranke as a teenage apprentice then became superintendent at the Mill in the late 1890s. 

 1910. 
Portrait of Ben Felgner, Franz Ranke and William Abraham.  In 1910 Ranke sold one-third of his 
business to Ben Felgner and another third to Wm. Abraham for $2,650 each at 5% interest and 
payments of $600 for nine years.  The partnership took effect on December 10th of that year.  



The joining of the Felgner and Abraham families in the business would continue for many 
decades.  Ranke became the President, Abraham was the Secretary/Treasurer and Felgner was 
the Plant Superintendent. Because of Ben’s intimate knowledge of the facility, he kept it running 
smoothly.  Abraham was office and sales manager.  The employees remembered their bosses as 
honest, very hard working and dedicated men. 
 

 October, 1912. (1980.45.150) 
The Cider Mill and Jelly Works, busy with farmers bringing in their apples and grapes.  August 
through December was the busiest time for the Cider Mill.  After the fruits were pressed, the 
customers would bring home their juice.  The Cider Mill also bought produce from the farmers 
which they then made into cider, sour grape jelly, apple butter, jams and dietetic jellies for sale. 

 
Interior of Cider Mill; pictured here are Hubert and Andrew Baum.  Notice the old pulleys and 
buckets. 

 1923. 
Left to Right:  Joh Stellwag, Ben Felgner, Leo Eischer, unidentified, Wm. Abraham.  The men 
are getting the cider barrels ready for the farmers to pick up and take home. 



 
Left to Right:  Norm Felgner, Lawrence Abraham, Arnold “Abby” Abraham, “Shim,” Leo 
Eischer, Ben Felgner and Wm. Abraham.  The men are displaying their products.  Note the sizes 
and shapes of the different containers. 

 
The Cider Mill was town down in 1948 to make way for a new retail store. Abby took over the 
business from his father and Felgner.  The old cider mill equipment was sold to Wallace Fischer 
who installed it in another cider mill at the corner of Maple and Junction Roads. 

 
 



 1912. 
Every year the employees of the Mill would gather for a group picture on the north side of the 
building.  This tradition plus the “Bayerisch” language spoken in the Mill continued for many 
years. 

 1918. (1987.11.5) 
In 1914 the Woolen Mill did approximately $16,500 worth of business. Three years later it 
increased to $41,000 and in 1918 to $94,000.  The sales increases were the result of the Mill’s 
WWI contract to produce products for the war effort.  No one could charge the owners with 
profiteering since their profit remained just $2,000 per partner (See page 10). 
 
Mrs. Laura (Baum) Kueffner worked at the Mill during WWI and to the early 1920s.  During 
that time the Mill employed between 21-25 people.  She remembers that the wool mittens were 
made by hand while the socks were done on a machine.  She would make 18 dozen socks a day 
and worked 12 hours a day, starting at 6:00 am for $18.00 a week.  Most of the ladies worked 
from 7 am to 6 pm, with a one hour lunch. 
 



 1910. 
Left to Right:  Mary Koos, Selma Veitengruber, Gisela Pietsch, Erna Ortner, Ella Link, Sarah 
Eischer, Meta Roth, Oswald Rummel. The employees are by the carding machine on the second 
floor of the Mill.   

 1922-24. (1986.30.2) 
Nina Felgner, Molly Schmidt, Florence Eischer, Laura (Baum) Kueffner, Meta Rodammer, Ella 
Uebler are seen by the spinning machines, used for making large quantities of yarn.  The 
production of yarn was one of the key parts of the Mill’s business in the early 20th century.  The 
Woolen Mill’s high quality construction of socks, mittens and gloves, along with the unique 
characteristics of wool in damp conditions, led to purchases by the area’s fire departments. 

 1922-24. (1987.26.6) 
John Stellwag, Art Reif and Linda Reif in the basement of the Mill.  The equipment shown is 
used for washing, scouring and drying the wool. 



 1918 or 1922. (1986.30.1) 
Franz Ranke and Bill Abraham in the store area.  Abraham’s part of the business was as a 
traveling salesman, record keeper, buyer and anything else connected with the business end of 
the Mill.  He traveled throughout Michigan, Indiana and the Chicago, Illinois area.  Ranke was 
mostly a silent partner in the later years.  He died in 1924 and his share of the mill was sold to 
Abraham and Felgner for $2,200. 

 January 14, 1948. 
Wm. Abraham and Ben Felgner are shown at the Mill’s spinning machines.  These two men plus 
young Arnold “Abby” Abraham and their wives and children were continuously involved with 
the Mill. Abraham and Felgner got along famously, walking to work daily together, working at 
the Mill and even playing in the Frankenmuth Community Band.  In the 1920s and 1930s they 
started slowing the production of mittens, gloves, stockings and yarn; they then concentrated on 
making completed comforters from the wool batting that they produced.  This period marked a 
key transition in the business.  In 1948, they discontinued production of mittens, gloves, 
stockings and yarn.  



 1949. 
In 1948 Ben Felgner retired and sold his share to Arnold and William Abraham but still 
remained as a worker at the Mill until his death in 1958.  Arnold and Myra Abraham became 
managing partners of the Woolen Mill and newly expanded retail clothing store.  Abby’s dad, 
Bill, remained at the Mill as a bookkeeper until he sold his interest to Arnold and Myra in 1951.  
William died in 1962.  With Arnold and Myra as sole owners, they revitalized the business 
which had been too tradition-bound under Ben Felgner and Wm. Abraham. 

 Arnold proudly by his store in 1966.  Catering to the 
burgeoning tourist trade, the Mill grew in the 1960s and 1970s.  Abby’s daughters and sons – 
Martha, William, Thomas and Kathy, came into the business as teenagers.  Today Kathy is 
manager and her husband, Gary Zeilinger, is head of production at the Mill.  Martha (Abraham) 
Huber and her daughter, Sandra, work in the retail section of the business. Sandra marks the 
fourth generation Abraham family member connected with the Mill. 
 



 
Kathy Zeilinger, Arnold & Myra Abraham and Martha Huber are pictured at the time Arnold 
sold the Mill to Gary McClellan of Sault Ste. Marie in 1977.  The manufacture and sale of their 
specialty, comforters, constitutes 50% of the business.  6,000 woolen comforters are made 
annually plus 10,000 wool battings for their customers’ own use.  Between 200,000 and 300,000 
comforters have been made in the past 50 years. 

 
Lorine Frahm and Anita Schmandt (pictured) work along with their comforter co-workers Ella 
Rogner, Anita Weiss, Amanda Hecht, Mildred Reinert, Vera Haubenstricker, Marie Techentien, 
Ruth Bierschbach, Lottie Gugel, Ellie Gohlke and Janice Pettys. 
 
Arnold and Myra instilled in these long-term employees a serious and continuing pride in their 
product.  A significant word-of-mouth trade has been developed at the store since it is the only 
operating woolen mill in Michigan.  Continuous quality control by the entire staff ensures that 
the comforters meet the high standards established decades ago. 
 
Over seven tons of wool is processed annually by the Woolen Mill. 
 
 
 
 



   
 
 

 1983. 
Current employees of the Mill.  
Top row, left to right:  Betty Palmer, Manager Kathy Zeilinger, Sandra Wilson, Jan Pettys, 
Marilyn Faerber, Martha Huber.  
Second row:  Ellie Gohlke, Leora Doyle, Anita Weiss, Arliss Gorman, Marie Weiss, Brigetta 
Schluckebier, Anita Schmandt. 
Third row:  Marie Techentien, Millie Reinert, Lottie Gugel, Ella Rogner, Vera Haubenstricker, 
Amanda Hecht, Ruth Bierschbach. 
Bottom row:  Gary Zeilinger, Dean Poellet, Proprietor Gary McClellan. 
	  


