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An ofien asked guestion about
DeWitt ts, "Whnere did they come up
with the name DeWitt"?

When the territorial legisiature
pessed an act on March 2, 1831
which erected our present county,
they pave it the name of "Clinton™.
This was to honor BeWitt Clinfon, a
formermayorof New York City (1803
- 1812} and governor of the state of
MNew York (1817-1821) Gov. Clinton
was instrumental in the ceoncept of
the Erie Cana! as well a5 other
internal improvements within that
siate whtich allowad fora tremendous
boom in commerce and travel, bath
inthestate of NewYork and much of
the midwest. Apparently the
Michigan legisiators. many of whom
were naiives of New york, felt that
Michigan's debt of gratitude to this
manr could be somewhat repaid by
the naming of a county in kis honor.

Whenthe firstlownship ot Clinton
county was organized by the legis-
fature on March 23, 1836, it con-
tinued the sametheme by using Gov.
Clinton's given name, DeWitt, as the
name of the township. DeWitt was
Gov. Clinton's mother's maiden
name.

The records of Michigan's legis-
lature do not indicate whether the
use of the mame DeWitt originated
within the legisiature or if it was the
idea of the settlers of Clirtton county.
(DeWitt township originally encom-
pased the entire area which is now
Ciinton county.) n 2ny case, it was
ohviously well recieved hy the res-
idents of this area for they quickly
made good use of it.

By the end of 1836 a village,
focated on the south side on the
Looking Glass river, was platied and
recarded underthe name of "DeWitt”.

When Milo H. Turner completed
the construction of George Clark’s
haote!in New Atbany (another platted
village south of the river) in 1839 i
was given the name "DeWitt Hotel"”.

in 1842 Capt. David Scott used
beoth names by naming his platied
village north of the river,”DeWitt”
andg for his famous hotel, aiso con-
structed that year., the “Clinton
House". )

tt was common practice during
the first half of the 19th century fo
name counties and towns tn honaor of
poiiticians. The praclice was not
limited to place names but also lo
persons, as the given and middie
names of many early setilers will
attest.

Lovina {Knapp)} Simmons who,
ateng with her husband Atwell was
the first pioneer of Riley township
{1836} was so taken with New York
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governor. George Riley. that she
named her only son George Ritey
Simmons. It was also at her request
that Riley townzhip, when organized
in 1841, be named in Gov. Riley's
honor.

Courtiand Hili, a native of
Courttand Co., New Yorkand an early
settler of DeWitt and Bengal town-
ships. named his sor Clinton Hitl.

included among the roster of
early settlers can be found names
George Weshington Knapp, George
Washington Topping. Riley Woodruff.
Miitard Filimore Pike., DeWitt
Brinkerhoff, Andrew Jackson
Bement, William Henry Harrison
Knapp. William Henry RHarrison Cook.
Winfield Scott Dills, and DeWitt
Clinton Chapin. Among the maore
unusual are: Martin Luther Knapp
and Marcus DelaFayetie Cutler.
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By Kenneth Coin

October 5, 1833 was a

special day to young David Scott.
it was his famity'sfirst full day at
their new settlement on the
Looking Giass, and also his
sixteenth birthday. What an
adventure it must have been for
this young man, fiving among
the Indians of the wilderness. it
is from his memory that much of
what was recorded of the early
years of Clinton County has
survived to the present. He was
ofen interviewed by historians
of the late 1800's and an essay
written by Scoft was published
by the Michigan Pioneer Society,
of which he was an early member,
The following is @ small portion
of that essay:

“While living there (the indian
Village of Wabwahnizhseepee}a
party of Englishmert on theirway
to Grand River {now Portland)
stopped over for the night with
the captain (David Scott, 5r).

L'One of the party was taken sick
and captain wenito lonia, about
fitty miles by the {Grand River)
trail, for a docior. The man died

soon after the doctorcame aond . .

was buried in 8 coffin made of
bark taken from the wigwam,
The funeral was atiended by
Capt. Scott's tamily, the only
whiie inhabitants of the county,
and the hired man...

-

"The captain and two sons,
Sylvester and David, went to Ann

Arbor for seed wheat with ox

teams; not having bags to put
the wheat in, it was put loose in
the wagon box. On the way home
the wagon got mired down
crossing a swamp and we had to
spread out our blankets and carry
the wheat in pails from the wagon
and put it on the biankets and
when we got the wagon out,
loaded up again..;

"(AY irip to Pontiac with ox
teams took about ten days and
zs there were no settlers, cave a
short distance northwest of
Pontiac, we had to camp out
nights. We put the bells on the
cxen and tetthem feed, but kept
2 good lookout for them or wc
might be short a team in the
MOming...

"The. land located by Caplain
ard Sylvester Scott in the year
1833 was the terminnes of the
oak [and west in Clinton County.
Their land bordersd on the imber
fand west and north. About half

--of their purchase was rose witlow
. plains with spots of grass. Most

of this land had been cultivated
by the indians and the corn hills
were plainly visibie. in the
breaking up of the ground many
relics of earthen ware and of
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David Scott, Jr.

-

stone axes, pipes, and arrow-
heads were found. Later, when
some of the streets in the village
of DeWitt were graded, several
skeletons of Indians were found.”

David Scott, dr. was borp in
Wyoming Co., New York on
Octoberb, 1817. He was marned
in DeWitl in 1840 to Nancy Alta
Pike, a daughter of Olive
Township pioneers, Mark W. and
Nancy (Cook) Pike. David and
Nancy had two sons, lames Knox
and Mark Pike Scoft, both of
whom became early settiers of

. fondo (near Wolverine),

Michigan. David was the lest ‘

surviving offspring of David and
Eunice Scott and threughout bis
iong life he witnessed the great
change that took place in the
DeWitl area. He was a civic and
social leader of the community
and county for many years, as
wel as a generous benefactor.
David, his wife Nancy, and his
second wife, Mary (Gibson)
always found room in their home
at BOS W Main foriocal orphans

_and displaced chiidren. David

died on March 17, 1895 while
visiting his niece, Agnes Pike
Fair, 5t ¥noxville, Tenn.
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:grandfather
Simmons,

TORRECTION:

Several weeks ago | stated
that George Riley had been a
governor of New York. The fact
temains fhat Lovina (Knapp)
Simmens did narne both her
son znd the {ownship of Riley in
honor of George Riley but 1f is
incorrect that he was a former

governor of New York, The source

of this information was an ex-
haustive farnily history written
by a former DeWitt historan,

‘Agnes Pike Steinhardt. Mrs..

Simmeon's source was her
George Riley
himself. Apparently
he was of the mistaken belief

that he had been named for a

former New York Governor. Who

was George Rieyf?7?
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Historic DeWitt

By Kenneth Coln
DEBER Columnist

Among the tragedies of DeWitt's 1830 fire, the
destruction af Harry Moon’s general store is pne
of the most! jronic.

Moon was born in DeWitt in 1880, a8 grandson of
early DEWIitt pioneers. As a young man he took an
interest in the art of photography, & hobby he
would continue {o experimment with for several
decades. Throughout the years his camera cap-
tured the image and soul of the community he
Enew s0 well.

He opened a general store on wes!{ Main street
about 1913. This was during the era of the wonder-
ful postcard craze of the early vears of the 1900's.
Koon produced 2 pumber of his views of DeWitt
{for resale within his store. A number of these
cards {though very rare} have survived but it is
those which he produced inlimiled numbers, often
for friends or family members, that have become
unique and cherished keepsakes. Most of these
surviving photographs are still owned by his fami-
iy or by coliectors but there are a few among the
collection of posteard views at the DeWitt library,

From the limiled number which survive it is

- gssumed that Moon's collection of views of the
business district of DeWitt was among the most
comprehensive and defziled ever tzken by a
single photographer, It is ironic that the collection
of the business district, which be so carefully
documented for posterity, should be desiroyed
along with the bulldings it intended to preserve.

At the time of the fire, Mocn hed his collection of
printe anr negstives stored in a darkroom in the

&

e than snapshots

rear of his store. The darkroom and ali of its con-
tents were completely destroyed by fire.

Old photographs are fun to look at. They offer us
all & guick and nostalgic trip into the past, often
into our own personal past, jogging our memories
&nd sometimes renewing some forgotten sense or
emotion: They can act as an effective back-up
system for our memory, reminding ourselves of
things we should not have forgotten. On & larger
scale, old photographs can be an invaluable
resource i{o historians and genealogists, sup-
plemerting clues and stating a fact.

By itself, a photograph pever tells a complete
story. Grouped together, they are like pieces to a
giant jigsaw puzzle, the more you put together the
more complete the picture becomes. When
photographs such as Harry Moon’s become lost,
destroved or removed from the area to which they
pertain it means that the same number of pieces
are separated from the puzzle.

If you have pbotographs of the people, events or
places of DeWitt’s past, vou may want to consider
donating them to 2 local repository for current
and future geperations to enjoy and learn from.
Bolb the Faye Hanson Public Library and the Ar-
chives of the Clinton County Historical Society
(located in DeWitt Township Hall on Brook
Street) mre currently establishing eollections of
docal history related photographs and would be
Lappy to accept your donations.

Remember, a pholograph, to be of historical im-
portance, may be nothing more than a snapshot of
Uncle Oito behind the whee!l of his new Model-A. It
too basits portion of the story to tell.

© Lorna (Woodruff) Shipley and Ralph Woodrufl in the

back yard of their parents’ home at 400 W. Main,
Says Ralph, "I never liked that horse. ! was more in-
lerested in automobiles but my dad thought | shouid
have a horse.'" Photoc. 1913, :
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Historic DeWitt

By Kennech Coin

In the earliest years of DeWitt’s history, a ma-
jor highway thru Michigan territory was routed
Dy way of the Scotl settlemnent. By the late 1830°s,
the Pontiac-Grand River Road (now Round Lake
Rouad/Main Street) was carrying an enormous
amount of traffic belween Grand Rapids and the
capital at Detroit. Captain Scott, who early on
realized the responsibility as weil as the profit in
providing travelers with fvod and lodging, seemed
in a perpetual state of building and expanding to
keep abreast of the increase in trafiie.

In 1841 {(some sources date it at 183%), Scolt
began construction of a large wood-frame
building on the southwest corner of Main and
Bridge, adjacent to the Scott’s large log howme
which had served for a time as a hotel. The new
structure measured 44 x 64 feet with the longest
dimension running north and south.

A sailor named Gerry has been credited as the
aclual builder, although many carpenters were
probably required to fashion and place the
massive beams, sills and timbers. Local oak and
black walnut for the framework was sawn on the
south side of the Looking Glass at the mill of
Judge Hiram Wilcox. The siding and finishing
lumber was hauled by ox teams from Flint. The
hotel was completed by late 184l-carly 1842, The
framework sat atop a high stone wall basement.
The first floor contained the principle rooms;
parlors, dining rooms, and a large tap or bar-
room. The second floor was reserved for pguest
rooms and apartments. The third [oor was
dominaled by a 19 x 64 {vol ballroom with adjoin-
ing coal rooms. ln all, the hotel is recorded as con-
taining 45 rooms plus ‘“‘closets and commodious
hatls.”’

It is not recorded where Capt. Scoll’s design for
the Clinton House originated. It was built in the
then popular Greek revival style of architecture,
accented by massive door trim of classical order.
The architecturally unique feature of the hotel
was the lncorporation of four gables, opposcd Lo
the common practice of using only two. This
unusual plan offered the third flgor both light and
venlilation from four directions.

From the time of its completion, the Clinton

Clinton House hotel

House dominated as the visual and social centers
of the young community. Organizations of all
forms frequently used the ballroom as a meeting
hall and the holidays were often celebrated here
with dinner and dancing. When county court was
in session, the hotel did double duty, lodging per-
sons involved with county government plus often
acting as one of Clintan County’s unofficial cour-
thouses.

Captain Scoit's youngest son, Charles, became
the actual owner of the inn as well as successor to
most of the Captain's large land holdings within
the village. When Charles Scott chose to sell the
“Big House' (as it was locally known) in 1846, it
was widely reported that his father was furious. A
letter which survives from that period states,
“Charles 5cott has sold the Tavern to Milo Turner
and the Captain is as mad as you ever see
anything and swears that he will never leave the
house till he is carried put."

Milo H. Turner, a developer of New Albany
(south of the river) during the 1830's and 4¢’s, re-
tained the hotel for only a yeyr before selling out
to Nelson Alport (sometimes spelled Allport) of
Lyons, Michigan, Alport, besides operating the
hotel, opened a shoe [actory in the basemnent level
of the building where George Wells had formerly
run a shoe shop. The federal eensus of 1050 lists
eight shoemakers working in the shoe factory
beneath the Clinton House, including Alport’s sor,
Mor{uner.

In 1853, the hotel was sold to David .0lin who is
more often noted as a builder than that of a hotel
proprictor. Among his buiding credits Is the old
Baptist church on north Bridge Street (now Mrs.
Ely's Colleetables). It was during Olin’s owner-
ship that the popularily of the Clinton House as a
hotel reached its peak. Several stage lines brought
coaches of travelers into DeWitt daily and, adding
to this, the Lemporary influxes caused by the
business of the county government, the holel
found itself in constant demand, Much of this de-
mand was, however, to come Lo a guick decline
with the removal of the county seat to St. Johns in
1857.
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By the mid-1860's, the
Clinton House had become
a loosing proposition.
Business was low and the
few lodgers at the inn were
mainly travelers atong the
tage roule between St
Johns and Lansing.

Aaron Norris purchased
the hotel in the mid-187¢'s
and over a period of years
he redirected the Clinton
House from a rambling
“while elephanl’ into a
lucralive business. Norris,
along with his resldent in-
nheeper Robert Durham,
concentrated more on the
restaurant trage and tried
to promote the holel's
dance facilities. In the
post-Civil War era, DeWltt
area residenls were enjoy-
Ing a change in their
lifestyles which allowed
thetn greater freedomn of
movement with more
spare time to devote to
their social lives. Hence,
many new social organiza-
lions were organlzed in the
DeWilt area during this
period and the Clinton
House was often used
either for the group's
regutar meetings or for
sponsored social events,

Realizing the possible
profit of dinners and
dances, Norris began
building a reputation for
the Clinton House as one of
the [inest entertainment
spots In central Michigan.
1L became especially
popular during the winter
when nearly every
weekend, given good
sleighing snow, hundreds
of merrymakers from Si.
Johns, Lansing, Grand
Ledge, Laingsburg, and al)
points in between, would
organize sleigh caravans
to Dewitt's grand old hotel.
Once there they would
pack the inn's dining rocrn
and feast on its famous
vyster dipners. Later, it
was up lo the third floor
ballreom where kerosene

Historic DeWitt Clinto

By Kenneth Coin .

n House hotel
ParcIl -

The interior of Joe's Tavern, ca. 1910,

lamps and candles would

flicker while the fiddles
would cry to the beckoning

dance caller, “Dancers, fill
the floor!”’ Children were
often brought along, but by
the time the danclog
sturted, they were usually
put to sleep In the halls and
coat reoms. It is  also
recorded that the women
brought along a change of
clothes, the finer dress be-
ing reserved for after din-
ner.

The Clinton House re-
talned its popularily up ln-
to the early years of the
1800's, to the ownership of
Joe Bard. During his
ownership, the old tnn was
greatly updated with
“modern  conveniences'
and the name was changed
o “Joe’s Tavern."” But
sociul Hfestyles were
changing also. The opening
of the 5t Johns to Lansing
interurban in 1901 and the
coining of the automobile
age alded in offering

Ctdried  up’’

DeWitt area residents
easier access to larger
towns wlith wvarions and
newer forms of enlertain-
ment.

" In 998, Clinton Couniy
with the
passage of county-wide
prohibition {this was done
prlor to national prohibl-
tion). It did not brinyg about
an imunediale end o the
hotel/tavern, for the
tuvern could stHb sell
tobaceo and non-aleoholic
drinks, bul alter several
years with the diim hope of
the law being repealed,
Joe's Tavern ceased lo
operale.

Danees continued (o be
held on o somewhatl
regulur basis up into the
early 1920's, bul the dance
cutler's beckon {fell on
fewer and fewer ears. Most
dances were now  heing
patronized by o younger
crowd with a prelerence
for the dances belng hicld at
the Weodman: Hall on IKast
Main Stree!l, the Merle
Beach Hotel at Muskrit

Lake, or the Groange Halls
of DeWiil and Olive.

The ballroom of the Clin-
lon House was used for a
time as a skaling rink, bul
at the tine of the 1910 fire
that leveled the hotel, only
the fdirst fleor was oe-
cupied.

The rich history of this
ploneer inn ls s0 inieriwin-.
ed with that of the DeWli
area that t is often hard Lo
separate the lwa. I'or neasr-
iy i century il was Lhe firm
bellef that Capl. Scobt’s
Clinton House was DeWiit
and that DeWitt was Lhe
Clinton House.
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Historic DeWitt

By Kenneth Coin

Joseph Cook, one of the early settlers of Riley
" township, watched three of his children go off to
war.in the early 1860's. Among them, George, his
eldest son, served as a drurn major for the 27th
New York Volunteer Infantry (his drum is now in
the collection of the Michigan Historical Museum
where it was on display for many years); Williamn
H.H., his youngest son, served in the 3rd Michigan
Cavalry; and a daughter, Abigall, served as a

camp cook and laundress for the 3rd Michigan

Cavalry (of which her hushand was a corporal).
Needless to say, the Cook family, especially
Joseph, was kep busy throughout the entire war
with correspondence between family members,
as the vast amount of surviving lgtters from this
family will attest. The following is an edited ver-
sion of Abigail Cook’s (Mrs. Phinias Freeman)
first letter to her family in DeWitt from the army
barracks of Camp Benton, Missouri. Against her
father’'s wishes, she had boarded her husbhand and
brother’s troop train as it passed through St.
Johns on its way to the south,
Camp Benton, Mo.

Dec. 5, 1861

Dear Father, Brother and Sister,

I rather think you would like to hear from one
that is in the land of cotton. I am writing on'a
camp kettle, my desk is the camp chest.

We arrived in camp Sunday morning and it is
the first chance I have had to write and it is after
nine.

We left St. Johns Thursday night, Saturday
night in St. Louis (Missouri), quite a distance
from home. Had a very good journey. Citizens all
through treated the soldiers first rate. At Owosso
they had a supper of crackers and cheese, coffee
and bier (sic.) at eleven p.m. in Detroit, breakfast
at Adrian. At White Pidgeon we saw a hundred

Letter from a2 Union soldier

soldiers. At Eikhart two ladies treated us with all
they could, wish and cheered for the Union to a
man,

It does not seem as if I was seven hundred miles
from home in the land of Secesh. Their regiments
left camp yesterday and there are twenty thou-
sand here now, It is a great thing to see them out
on dress parade. It is a fine day, seems more like a
summer day than winter.

1 am quite well, Phinias and Henry (Win. H H.
Cook) are complaining some, Henry was on guard
tast night but I hope they will not get sick. Two
were taken to the hospital out of our corps. I hope
this will find all in good health, both temperance
and physicai.

I enjoy myself first rate in Co. B besides myself.
One of them is first rate,

I can’t write much more tonight for it is almost
ten and I have to get up in the morning.

Father, I hope this will find you well. 1 would
like to see you but I amn a great ways from home.

But you wili think of me and not blame me for go- .

ing with Phinias, will you? For he is near and dear
to me.

Write to me dear father, won’t you?

Amori and Amina {Cook) you will write to me
soon, won't you? I want both of you to write and
write all the news you can. Kiss your little girls for
me, don’t let them forget Aunt Abbie. How I wish I
could see them and all the rest of you.

Write and I will write once a weelk. 1 am going Lo
write to sister Charlotte (Mrs. Moses Newman). I
must bid good night and go to my hunk and rest
my weary self and may God bless you all with
health and prosperity.

A MF.
{Abigall M. Freeman)




The letter reproduced
last week of Abigail
Cook Freeman showed a
lighter side of one per-
son's experiences dur-
ing the Civilt War. Her
brother, George 1.
Cook, related a much
more  depressing  and
suprisingly {rank at-
titude towards his ex-
pericnces and the war in
general. It was written
shortly  after he  tad
received word that their
younyger brother,
wWillhiam H.H. Cook, had
died of disease al New
Madrid, Missouri.
“Camp near Harrison’s
Landing on the James
River

Charles Co., Virginia
Friday, July 25th, 1662

Deur Father,

.0l have seen some
rather hard times
within the last four mon-
ths but the seven days of
marching and fighting
from the Chickahomiiny
Lo the James River was
the hardest time 1 ever
see, bul I have passed
through so far saie,
sound, and well, for
which [ hope 1 am
thankful. 1 canuot
describe Lo you  the
secenes that I have pass-
cd through fur 1 have
seen about enouph of
this war. My patriolism
(if 1 ever had any for
this war) is about
played out. The state of
things now existing in
our country s bad and it
is hard guessing at what
the resulls will he.
_____ for T can't hetp bhut
think that the Hebellion
Is stronger than It ever
was before.

The color bearer of
the 27th jis W.lI.
McMahon of Co. G.. . he

Historic DeWitt

By Kennech Coin

carried them at the bat-
tle of Gaines Mills and
brought them off with 22
ball holes through them.
Men can stay alt home
and sit around bar-
rooms and stores and
talk aboul fighting very
comfortably, but when
they come to go in
where the bullets and
shell and grape-shot fly
like hadl stones L 38
altogether different.
There is a large old
brick house ncar the
landing, the place, il is
said, where President
Harrison was born... A
short distance below the
landing is an old bury-
ing ground, which
before our army came
here must have been a
very nice place... . There
are many old graves in
the yard. | see one that
dated back as far as
1656. I saw one slab that
covered the grave of a
Lieut. Col. of the
Hevolution and it is said
that ope of Lhe signers of
the Declaration of In-
depeandence 1s buricd in
that yvard...Some of the
graves have a square
piece Of mason work
buillt up three or four
feet high and a stone
slab laid on top but most
of them, the slab is laid

over Lhe prave even
with the top of the
ground and are so

covered with dirt that 1
could not read them.
The yard is filled wilh
noble shade trees aond
large old grape
vines...and make the
nicest shade you ever
sec. Bul some of our ar-
my oflicers have con-
verted 1l iolo a horse
stable.

The yard was lull ot
horscs, many  of  the

Civil War

graveyard

slabs that covered the

graves are broken and
torn from their assigned
places and some of the
slabs are thrown fronm
the mason work and the
brick scattered over the
yurd thercby destroying
the mark to that sacred
spot where some
relative or friend was
buried. Large porlions
of the wall . .is thrown
down., The large pgale

stone posts is torn from
its hinges and destroyed
and the yard is (ull of
filth. Now if there is a
spot on earth that should
be preserved and kept
sacred, it is Lhe resting
place of the dead, and
the officer that ordered
or allowed this
graveyard to be used lor
a stable s noet fit for any
officer, neither is he a
man  possessed of the
principles of hmnanity.
Noue but 2 black-bellled
Republican or a bluck-
hearted abolitionist
would be puilty of such
an aet.

Now 1 don't kuow butl
am wicked, I suppose 1
am, but if there 15 a
right and wroag side ol
this ! sometimes think
Lhat lhe North 1s just as
likely o be on Lhe wrong
side as the olher. b am
not Secest por in {avor
of his Hebellion but 1
like lo see men acl like
men and not like
heathen., When the
rebels left Yorktown |
supposed then that U
would be an easy malter
o tuke Richmond but 1
have altered my mind
sinee then. They have
more men in the (ield
than we have and § find
it is of no use to beheve
what we read in the

paper concerning  the
war for there is but very
little truth in them. But,
cnough of this, 1 lear
that you will get out uf
palience before you get
toread it all.

G H. Cook, 27th Regt.,,
N.Y. Vol ’
to his father,
Cook

Riley, Clinton Co., Mi.”

Joseph



