G-DoWwit-Bath Noviewduly 27, 1962

commitiment

Dy KEN COIN .

During the notion’s Bicentennial (when many
resident’s historical adrenalin was really
pumping) DeWitt's own Bicenlennial Committee
took on the project of erecting three historic
markers wilhin the city of DeWitt.

One marker noted the site of the New
Albany mill complex on Prairie Creck, now the
McGuire property nt Dill and Lecust.

A sceond, also located within the piloncer
tawn of New Albany, recopnized the historic
sipnificance of the two buildings (now enach
over 150 years old) on Webb Drive, which
were built as a store and hotel by New York
inveslors,

The third was placed in front of the former
Clinton County Jail at 200 E. Washington. Tt
denoles DeWitt's role na the counly seal and
this structure was built as a jail and jailor’s
residence in 1842, '

Another byproduel of the Bicenlennial wos
the local eatch phronse: *Welcome to Ilisloric
DeWitt.” This phrase has conlinued Lo serve
various sectors of the community well through-
out the past eighteen years but it hns just
about wore out its welcome in my book.

Quick, somebody grab a soopbox,

if 1 had a quarter for every time someont
asked me, “What's se historic about DeWilt?,” I
could afford to get a real life. If someene out
there has an answer belter than “duh?” please
forward it to me,

Yes, DeWitt has n very interesting history
but o do a ba-zillion other communities from
sen to shining sea. No, Washington never siept
here nnd we don't have houses made of scrap
lumber from the ark,

Dut, thal is only one kind of hisloric. His-
toric iz aleo n state of mind. A pride in our
past and in our heritapge, regardless of how
briflnut or medioere Lhat past may be. It is
also a commiltment to preserving and promot-
ingr that histery.

I don't advocale thal we nll necd Lo sit in
our front doorynrds hand-dipping candles Lo
the amusenient of Lourists or thal we need Lo
go nhout our daily business in knee britches,
tricorn hala, or whale-bene hoep skirls Lo
prove just how historic we can he, Tt 1 da
think ita time Lo put forth just the minutest
speck of efTort Lo, live up to Uhe slopan or put
it onl ol its misery sned toke il oul back and
shoal it

Loeal developers hawve used “Hisloric DeWilt”
for years as part of Lheir promolional malerinl
and yet, when il comes to naming new subdi-

visions or streels, our landscape pels stuck
with these names thet are direct from "Quaint-
ville, USA” which show no respect for the her-
itage of the land which is Leing irreparably
altered.

Businecss nssocintions have been happy to
proclnim “Historic DeWitt.” We even have a
huge sign “out on the pavement” te prove it
In my limited capacity ns a hislorian I have
more than once becn insulted and consulted as
plans were being drown up to recreate a “his-
toric ntmosphere” (Hollywood style with lalse
slore (ronts) for the “downtown” district. {The
term “downlown” snlone should have clued me
in that these people didn't know up [rom
down, Even the villoge idiot knows that only
birds and erashing planes can come “down” to
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One of DeWill's Ihree Bicentenial markers in front
of the oid Clinton County Jail, built by the county in
1842 onland donaled by Capt. David Scolt.

town in DeWitt.) I was told that a “gas-light”
district would be histarically corvect for
DeWitt. I was going to nsk from whence was
the source of all this gas? (Talking with them,
T figured it out)

City government hos perpetunted the “His-
toric DeWitt” theme, How much money was
nllocated lnst year for mny form of historic pre-
servalion? Architecturnl surveys? Applientions
to the State or Federal Registec of Ilistoric
Sites? The Michigan History Division suggested
in 1981 that severnl DeWitt homes would be
welcome additions to the state register. Are
the applications ready to be sumbitted yet?

Was it mentioned in the ¢ouncil minutes or
neted by anyone ot any peint last year that
the village of DeWitt wns 150 years old as of
Dct. 26, 19917 A history-minded town would
not have lot that slip by unnoticed. Shame on
us ell; its like (orgefting grandpa’s hundredth
birthday.

New families move to DeWill every week;
many drawn by the quaint hayseed stinesphere

" and the town's scemingly obvious comittment

to ils heritage. Are they the oncs, the appre-
ciative, whic arc perhaps secking a heritage o
hecome o part of it? Will they carry DeWitl's
history inlo the next generation or leave it as
the duly of DeWilt's *Old Families?”

Ie “[istoric DeWitt,” where the suggestion of
removing from the landscnpe g ninely year-old
railrond prade from o ity park is taken seri-
ously; where Mrs, Caroline Bement's 150 year-
old “Select School” i3 sbout to be tern down
for purking spaces; where a county jnilhouse
built exactly 150 years ago is allowed to slowly
deteriorate for want of o sympathetic ewner;
where a classic Baptist mecling house ol the
1850° con be stripped of its dignity aler the
city refuses to accept it as a museum; where
every year nnother hecutiful old home or build:
ing gels “remuddled” beyond. recognition
beconge there is no one to teach historieally
compatable slternatives; I have a very simple
challenge. It's basic enough for even the most
historically timid.

Regarding the histaric markers mentioned at
the beginning, they need help. The one in
front of the old jail was recently vandalized
and taken inte custody for guestioning. It has
been put bock where it belangs but, like the
one at the McGuire property, is very much
faded and neecds replacing. ' '

Perhnps some persen(s) or group(s} will take
regponsibility for “Historic DeWitt.”

Ken Coin is a DeWitt resident and the area’s
primary historian,
















Honnie (Cutler) Ward.

By KEN COIN

The basic difference between long-time
| DeWitt residents and newcomers is simply a
§ matter of pronunciation. If you don't want to
stick out like @& sore thumb, learmn to say it
incorrectly like the rest of us; “Oxst Rhose.”
The best thing about the Ox Roast is its
consistency. It's always the third Saturday of
August. (So, listen-up “Mint City,” that sorry
excuse that yeu didn’t know we had plans for
that day just doesn't eut it. Pick your own day
and stick with it).

Watching the old cars in this year's parade,
{which, by the way, scored a2 9% by my tally
sheet (deduct a half a point for not having
bagpipers) I was reminded of this photograph
which proves my point that for at least 43
years we've been linipg the streets to watch
old cars, ts, and firetrucks. This -phote also
rrdmlndej‘mg thit most”df the5ld2 ‘ears in
this year's parade were just a twinkle in some
engmeer’s eye in 1649, bl

Even the idea of just walking around town
:visiting with relatives and old friends is still
.mare fun than a dozen rides on the Scrambler
‘(and often less nauseating). My mother
‘reminded me of how the late Nina Yanz used
'to unfold her lawn chair each year by the
‘bank and proceed to sit for the duration of the
‘day. ¥ used to think it a shame that she
rcouldn’t get up and take a few spins on the
'Tilt-A-Whirl. I realize now she undoubtedly
‘had more fun than most. '

+ Without wishing to go off the deep end here
soundmg like a ]emonade commercial, just

1949 Ox Roast— Neil Cutier's 1915 Ford Model T going south on Scott street at Jefferson. Phylis {Lenne-
mann} Baxter and Joanne Swan, dressed in Victarian clothing, are backseat passengers. Photo courtesy of

Coin says ‘hats off’ to those
behind 46th Oxst Rhose

when ‘parent’s feel they can’t compete with
video games and sophisticated toys for their
children't attention, isn't it great to see that a

- bucket of slimy frogs and a truck-load of little

pedal tractors can enthuse hundreds of kids for
hours? Let's hope simple pleasures will always
remain the best.

One thing I do regret is that we won’t again
see the likes of Nellie Boyd, with her high-
button shoes and best calico dress coming up
Bridge Street. Even if she was bent. over like
a bobby pin with a ¢ane in one hand and
balancing a fresh pie for the food tent in the
other, she didn't mind stopping to offer anyone
who passed her way the warmest smile this
side of heaven hidden inside her well worn
sunbonnet.

In today’s world of ever changing values it's
amazing that DeWitt has been able to pull off
an annual event, uninterrupted, for 46 years.
And, the Ox Roast has been able to.endure
basically unaltered from its original purpose as

-~ a;day. to.leave .the dirty dishes in.the sink and

go up town to enjoy a day with your
commurity.

Hat's off to Roger Brown and the Memorial
Association for another job well done. If you're
new and maybe didn’t know what it was all
about, mark your calendar now for next year:
the third weekend in August. Pay attention St.
Johns. We're doing it the same weekend as
we've been doing it every year since 1946, so

* please pencil us in on your social calendar too.

Your mint thing can wait a weck, we've got
Oxst to Rhose.

. Ken Coin is a DeWiitt area resident and the
area’s primary historian.







DeWitt remembered:
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DEWITT'S HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL TEAM, 1912 — Pictured (back row, |, tor.) ara Frank Cutler, Ran-
- doiph Lorenz, Myron Howe, John Pennell, Don Clark, 7?7, Tom Staub, (front row) Floyd Parks, Bernard Zeeb,
- Frank Richmond, Gordon Baldwin, Harold Kowalk, and Carl Gall. Harold Siptey hoids the ball which reads
1 71913 [as In the class of 1913). Courtesy of the Staub Boax of Family Stuff.

DeWitt library can put ‘Box
of Family Stuff’ to good use

: By KEN COIN paper napkin from Dutch and Veda’s wed-
: ding anniversary, an anczent hymnal ete.
I want to take a little space here to Get the picture? ,
- thank all of the readers who have taken Each item relates to someone special or
.. the time to comment on hew they like some memorable event (except the sugar
* reading this column. But, frankly, your ratwn card, 1 guess we ‘re just savmg that
- enjoyment is nothing compared to the fun I in ease sugar is ever rationed again and
have writing them for you. It's great ther- we can take our 1918 card to Meijers and
- apy for me to sit down and allow my mind point out that it has no expiration date).
- to whirl through faces and names that I In sorting through this stuff I weeded -
_ haven't had a reason to think of for years. out many items which I thought for the
- It's sort of like “Old Home Week” except sake of posterity would be better off at the
I’m the only one who's really attending. library: a 1949 DeWitt' Ox Roast raffle
- As a researcher of DeWitt's past, T know ticket, an invitation to Bertha Lennemann’s
. how hard DeWitt memorabilia is to come 1917 DeWitt 10th Grade Commencement, &
. by. As I continue to help the DeWitt . , . »:photograph of the interior.of Lankford's

.- Library build up its local history collectmn Variety Store ca. 1950, several hundred
-1 realize more and mere how rare and yet ,, obituaries.and wedding write-ups,.a-1927

> vital these items are and I want to thank ~ “pledge-card towards DeWitt's ‘first.firetruck,
: those of you who have shared your ete.

: material. Now these 1tems are tucked away safe

- Regardless of any family’s awareness or and sound, filled in archival boxes at the

"> appreciation for their heritage I think most DeWitt Lnbrary My Box of Family Stuff

.. all families have what we'li call a “Box of weighs a little less, tokes up less space

-+ Family Stuff.” The boxes themselves may and, as an extra honus Bertha's great-

- range from plain cardbeard to finely hand- _ grandchildren can Jook up and see what

« crafted wood or even a large trunk. The kind of announcement her class sent out in
= contents? Well, there’s no limit {o the vari- 1917 for years to come and the Lankford’s
v ety of items. can see what Hamp and June's store

*  Having come from a long line of profes- leoked like. Everyone benefits.

'« gional pack-rats, my Box of Family Stuff So, if you're locking for a good fall pre-
+ includes such items as a WW I sugar ject, just drag out your Box of Family Stuff
' ration card, a ticket stub to the 1939 and see what you can contribute to your

: Indianapolis 500, family pictures, news- community’s heritage,

- paper clippings (ineluding hundreds of © Ken Coin is a DeWitt resident and the

- Edgar Guest poems), hair, more hair, a area’s primary historian.






















DeWitt remembered:

Chief Okemos
frequented area
around DeWitt

Last week I mentioned the Indian ¢amp
at “Lowery Plains” and although very little
has been documented, it was the scene of a
singular event which gives it a significance
in Michigan’s Indian history.

The land currently located at the south-
east and southwest corners of Krepps and
Round Lake Roads (in sections 1 and 2 of
DeWitt Township) was purchased from the
government in 1835 and ’36 by “Captain”
John Lowery (or Lawry). Lowery, assumed
to have been an officer in the War of 1812,
wag a resident of Watertown Township and
had purchased this government land os an
investment, Although he did not live here,
the DeWitt lands soon took on the name
“Lowery Plains” by the locals. )

Th term “Plains” was & designation given
to what were thought to be natural clear-
ings, a rareity in this heavily timbered
area. In actuality, most of the natural
plaing were merely areas which had for
years been under cultivation by locel
Indians. L

In 1837, Dr. Hiram Stowell {Clinton
County’s first probate judge) came up from
Ann Arbor with his family and for a time
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OKEEDB,

CHIEF OKEMOS, from a lithograph published

- in Ensign's 1880 History of Shiawassee and Clin-

ton Counties. Courtesy photo.

lived in a log cabin on Lowery Plains,
located on the south side of the Locking
Glass. 1t is from the writings of Stowell’s
dsughter, Olivia, that 1 first learned of
Chief Okemos' death which occurred there
years after her own departure.

Her chronicles fail to make any mention
of the status of the camp during her child-
hood there, but judging from the numerous
ancient stone relics found on the old Keyes
farm (located on the south side of the
Looking (lass) it must have been a well-
used site for many years prior to the arri-
val of the whites.
 In 1858, with the onset of another
winter, Chief Ckemos, one of Michigan's

most -celebratédéIndiantieadérs;»was nearing -
" his end, A common -sight in greater Lans- -

ing, the newspaper had reported that his
health was failing, Area photographers
clammored for a chance to photograph the
battle-scarred hero. A participant in Tecum-
seh’s great uprising, he also fought with
the British during the War of 1812,

Okemos was born about 1770-80 at the
Indian village of Ketchewandaugoning near
what is now the town of Bancroft. His
youth and much of his adulthood were
spent at this village but the encroachment
of the whites after the 1830's forced Oke-
mos and his “mixed” band to relocate. The
area they chose later became the village
which took on his name — Okemos.

By the 1850’3 disease and whiskey had
decimated his small band and to add insult
to injury, they were again loosing their
fishing and hunting grounds to white set-
tlers and also the state’s new college.
Dams along the rivers and the quick intro-
duction of water pollution added to the
decline of fish and game for the “Red
Cedar band”. |

Local historians noted that the camp at
Lowery Plains on the Looking Glass was
Okemos' “favorite” hunting grounds. I
would put it more realistically t{hat it was
probably Okemos’ tast alternative, But per-
haps it was his “favorite”, it was afterall
not teo far by river from the place of his
birth and in all probability he had come
here in his youth.

He and his few followers were here on
Dec. 5, 1858 when QOkemes died. There
were no whites there to document what
transpired but it was probably simular to

the funeral of Okemos’ daughter in 1852
for which there is an account. The Chatter-
ton family who lived near the Okemos set-
tlement attended the night-time ceremony

for the daughter at which the mourning
Indians danced about the campfire until .
dawn. A drum, constructed from a deer
hide stretched over the end of a hollow log,
kept the cadence intended to attract the
Great Spirit to the girl's lifeless body. The
Catterton's provided a coffin for the girl
but the Indians objected to the nailing =~
down of the lid as “she could not get cut”.

The day following Okemos' death his
small band made a procession into DeWitt
with_their Chief's body en a crude sled. ‘At
DeWitt they purchased riecessities for Oke-
mos’ afterlife: tobacco, gun powder and bul-
lets. They also purchased a coffin in which
they placed his wrapped body.

That night (the 6th) the procession
entered Wacousta and the casket was
placed in the hotel livery barn. The follow-
ing day the prosession concluded their trek,
arriving at the ancient village of Shimme-
con (often spelled with many variations
near Portland where the Locking Glass and

" Grand Rivers converge.

Why was he buried here? His bicgra-
phers make no mention of any kinship
with the Locking (lass Indians (although I
suspect there was some and the only clue
they give is that his daughter (mentioned
phove) had been buried here in 1852. But
whether that was based on kinship or an
association with the Indian mission and

" school at Shimnecon™ is still unknown.

{*The Indians living at this mission had
been Tremoved by the government to the
Isabella reservation twe years prior to Oke-
mos’ death.)

At this remote spot, out of sight frem
the curicusity of the whites, Okemes was
laid to rest — but not for long. It was
widely reported that his remains were later
unearthed by relic hunters and placed in a
glass case by a private individual for the
public's viewing pleasure. The assumed site
of his burial remained unmarked unti!
1921, when d Jorge engraved boulder was
placed there by the S.T. Mason chapter of
the DAR.

Kern qun is a DeWitt resident and the
area’s primary historian,






















THE INS]DE OF THE OLD GERMAN M E. CHURCH (formerly atthe cormer of Clark and Schavey Roads)

" at Christmas, ca. 1910, Look at the fantastic tree; that's no fiberglass Imitation — and real candies to boot! As
to the church used as a prop on Ihe stage — in your mind’s eye put the towered doorway an the other side and
see If It doesn't look suprisingly like the church buitt by the Methodists on Bridge Street 20 years later. A very
special holiday thanks to Sandra (Baldarson) McDanIeI fnr hand-daliuenng this plcture all the way from

- Coin. brmgs back memories

. from a.German Christmas

' As someone in the back slowly turns down t’ne o “ Mrs. Henning at the piano who softly plays the

pfi s

gasoliersin the sanctuary to quiet the congrega- *  intreduction: (Sing along if you know the words)
tion, a Jone timid little boy (I think it'soneofthe ' . ,  Btille Nacht! Heilige Nacht!
Bauerle boys) walks to the center of the stage. -~ Alles schlaft; einsam wacht.
. He waits for his cue from his teacher siting =~ . Nur das traute heilige Paar.
" hunched in the front pew before saying his part =~ - Holder Enabe im lockigten Haar,
which he's been memorizing for weeks: . .. . . Schlafe in himmlischer Ruh, Schlafe in him-
“The stage is all set for our Christmas play — - mlischer Ruh.
we're ever 8o glad you couid join us today.” .. .
Only after he's finished doea he allow himself = Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht!
tobreak a proud smile as he qmckly takes aseat Gottes Sohn, o wie lacht
beside his teacher.: - - - - Lieb" aiis Deinem gottlichen Mund
Theplayis settunfamllxertheme thebxrth of * Da uns schagt die rettende Stund,
the Messiah, It's a drama that's been reenacted Jegus in Deiner Geburt, Jesus in Deiner
probably more times, in more places, than any Geburt.
other, Yet, as often as we've seen it, and even
though we already know the ending, wenever - - Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht!
geem to tire of it. Especmlly when 1t.s acted out Hirten erst kundgemacht

by children, . : .« - Durch der Engel Alleluja
" The highlight of our, play comes “of course nt' <i~", Tont es laut bei fern und nah:
% the end 'ag Mre, Hepfer ushers al) the youngest
.. children onto the stage.. She tries to get all the ‘Jesus der Reter ist da! Jesus der Retter 1stda'
" little angels lined up in'a straight row but they *~ " - When the gasoliers are again turned up the
keep getting tangled up in each others wings of - - room is deafened by mere smiles, Christmas for
starched gauze stretched on wire, Tinsel halos the German Methodists has again been
bob and sway as the heavenly hosts twist and celebrated.
squirm but their little faces, freshly scrubbed to L . .
a bright Christmas red, are cherubim and sera- Ken Coin is a DeWitt resident and the area’s
phim incarnate. At last, satisfied, she nods to primary historian.




