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DeWitt remembered :‘

Celebrations in the earlier years

Ken Coin

In picneer times, Independence Day, like
Washington’s Birthday, was one of the few
holidays to be celebrated as a community
gathering, Washington's Birthday was a -
good excuse to break up the monotony of
the long winter and because the trails were
usunlly well frozen during that time of the
year, it was one of the few opportunities
the settlers had for easy travel,

independence Day offered rutted, but
usually dry trails and it happened to fall
at a time just when the demands of the
farms were at a brief lull: usually between
haying and wheet harvest.

In 1843, less than seventy years since
the beginning of the Revolutien, many vet-
erans of that preat strupgle were still Jiv-
ing. But DeWitt was a new settlement,
only ten yeoars old, with a young popula-
tion, Its only known Revelutionary veteran,
William Cole, had died in 1839 but there
were many residents who, as youths, had
witnessed the sacrafice their parents had
made for independence and it was to that
memory that they celebrated. ‘

For our review, Olivia (Stowell) Baker
iniciuded in her 1877 essay of DeWitt, a
brief yet enlightening account of Indepen-
dence Day in DeWitt one hundred and fifty
years ago:

“In 1843 we celebrated the anniversary
of American Independence, picnic style, on
the Indian Green. We had our own flag of
bleached shirting, sewing al! the long
seams and stitching on the strips and stars
by hand. It was 60 feet long and seemed a
wonderful work to us, when it floated out
upon the breeze. Officers for the day,
Chaplain, Elder Coburn; Orater, DE Cha-
pin; Header of the Declaration, Dr, Hiram
Stowell; Marshalls, William Utley and
Judge (David} Sturgis.

Levi Townsend had charge of the choir
and there was martial music hy the Cook
Brothers. The tables were loaded with all
the luxuries obtainable at the time while
the forest echoed with merry laughter, and
the song mingled with the booming of the .
heavy anvil joined by an occasional shout

or whoop from the dusky sens of the forest
who seemed to feel little less joy than
ourselves, All were fed, the last table hav-
ing been filled by Indians whe did emple
justice to the good things set before them,
and ali slacked their thirst ot a brimming
bowl of lemonade dipped with the time-
honored tin dipper. All lingered as if loath
to ieave the place and pleasure of the first
general holiday (*) of the pioneers of Clin-
ton County.”

Reading between the lines this tells us
that DeWitt's first Fourth of July celebra-
tion was celebrated by a community picnic,
east of town near the site of the former
Indian village. They observed it with
prayer (by DeWitt's first resident preacher),
with & political speech by DeWitt Chapin
{one of our first attorneys) and a recitation
of the Declaration by the Judge of Probate,
Dr. Stowell {the writer's father). There was
choir music as well as instrumental music
by George and Joseph Cook.

The “booming of the heavy anvil® was
the settlers’ improvising attempt at making
noise. In 1843 there were no firecrackers to
be had. There was not even & church or
schoolbell in the whole county. There were,
however, a few blacksmith anvils at hand
which, when struck, could produce a pretty
good din.

1 wish Olivia would have expanded her
memory, She fails to quench my historical
thirst. A hand-made sixty-foot flag? Such a
thing would even today be reparded as a
wonder. Was this a misprint when her
essay was published in the Clinton Repu-
blican in 18777

And who were the “dusky sons of the
furest” who joined the DeWitt settlers in
their celebration? Were there still Indians
living at Wabwahnahaeopes? Or wera these
Indians the forerunners of the transient
bands which made regular appearances in
later years?

(*) Mrs. Stockwell's recollection of July 4,
1843, early as it may have been, was nst
the first. Celebrations had been held in
previous years,

Ken Coin is @ DeWitt resident and the
area’s hisforian.







THE WOLVERINE CONNECTION — Pioneers of 2 later generation, the log homestead of Mark and

Courlesy photo

Emma (Moon) Seot stilt stands guard on a hilltop norn of Wolverine, Michigan. (1983 photograph).

Michigan town Wolverine
has family ties to DeWitt

L By KEN COIN
Al

If your vacation takes you to the far north
of the Lower Peninsula you might be interest-
ed in knowing that DeWitt has much in com-
mon with the small town of Wolverine, located
abut 40 miles scuth of Mackinaw City.

A close look at road signs and gravestones
of the area's cemeteries give clues that the
cornection is “family” - many of them but too
long agu for most to remember.

In the eatly 1880's, with the loggers leaving
much of northern Michigan cleared and avail-
zhis for sale, many second and third genera-
tion descendants to DeWitt ploneers were
lzawving this area ta experience for themselves
pioneer life in the great north wocds. A few,
like brothers Elisha C. and Jacob “Sidney” -
Pike, had earlier joined in the logging opera-
tions and through their travels saw first hand
some of the land that would soon be made
available.

As to the high concentration of DeWitt folks
who made their way to the Wolverine area,
the Pike brothers appear to be the first and it
was probably through their influence that so
many more followed, Their sister Altie had
married David Scott Jr. and her two maverick
sons, Mark and James Scott, soon followed
their uncles’ lead and each estzblished a hill-
top homestead on opposing sides of the
Sturgeon River at the settlement of Ronde,
north of Wolverine, After them came many
more DeWitl folks with names such a5 Webb,
Osgood, Melee, Marshall, Bripzs, Thorp and
prosably many others,

I don't know the real reason the Scott
brethers set put to try their hand at pioneer
life. [f Mark and James went to search of the
zame excitement and self-fulfiilment which
their father David and grandfather, Capt,
Seott, had experienced in settling DaWitt,
doubt if they ever found it - their “frontier
wilderness” was much different. Much of their
homesteads had already been cleared by the
logging industry which had alse left in its

path a network of roads, railroads and tele-
graph lines - all within sight of the Scotts’ cab-
ins. Yes, the Scott brothers each built their
home of logs, but that was certainly by choice
rather,than necassity as sawn lumber was
then abundant in northern Michigan. And
whereas, the Scott settlement at DeWitt in
the 1830°s was a two-day trip from any form of
civilization, these Wolverine homesteads had
relatively easy access (by herse or train) to the
cammerce of Petoskey or the high society of
Harbor Springs and Bay View.

James Scott’s home at Wolverine no longer
stands but that of Mark and Emma (Moon}
Scott is still standing in remerkably geed con-
dition. A phofograph of the house (now in the
possession of Helen Mocon) taken nearly 90
years ago by Harry Moon {the Scott’s nephew)
while visiting there with his parents shows
virtually no change over the years. It has been
well taken care of and the farm itself, interest-
ingly enough, is the winter home to many of
the Mackinaw Island draft horses,

I have been to the house on several occa-
sions, walked its grounds and tried to inter-
pret its message. As a well-preserved example
of o late-19th century northern Michigan
homestead, it is very beautiful but o remark-
able fraud. Yes, it’s undoubtedly of that age
but I'm afraid that rather than an example of
what a northweods family would have con-
structed by necessity - this is a well-planned
design of what Mark (and possibly Emma)
desired, I think it's guite possible that this
was their clever way of achieving their inter-
pretation of the lifestyle they had heard so
much about as children but had been born just
a little too late to remember themselves.

If that sounds a little too caleniated consid-
er how many of us remodel our homes to give
them an older, more “established lock™; fill our
china cupboards full of Depression-glass and

Jewell Tea china; dress in poodle skirts and
leather jackets and go to a “50’s Dance” (even

if we're to young to remember the songs or the
danee stops); buy brand new cak fumiture
styled “just like Grandma had”. Like many
people today who try to convey an illusion of
wholesome country lifestyle I think it's proba-
ble that the Scotts' could afford to maintain a
preferred illusior: of the simple pioneer life.

It is private property but if you want to see
it for yoursel(: foliew Old 27/Straits Hwy north
out of Walverine - after about a mile you cume
to Scott road but don't turn on it - another
mile on 27 and you turn left at Haakwood (it
might be called Watson road, ther again, it
might not) - e about fl of a mile until the road
ends at Bilder road. Turn right on Bilder,
downshift, squeeze the steering wheel, hold
your hreath and drive straight up the hill.
There really is a top to the hill and Mark and
Emma’s old home is there at the end of the
road. (If you wait until the fall color is full you
get a double delight.)

Ken Coin is ¢ DeWitt resident and the area’s
primary histerian.
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{Treadwell) Derham, courlesy of Don Harnish.

By KEN COIN

Something’s happening on east Main Street
in the wooded lot between the Catholic
Retreat and Edith Hayner's new home,

Trees are coming down and dirt is being
moved; a sharp-eyed excavator might find
something interesting there besides the rock
piles and old foundations, This small lot just
happens to be one of the cldest heme sites in
Clinton County and as the above photo shows,
it has gone through quite a change in the past
few generations. It just goes to show how
quickly we humans ecan turn a woodlot into a
building lot and in turn, how quickly Mother
Nature can reclaim her own.

Before Capt. Scott put his plat of DeWitl on
paper there were other platted villages in the
vicinity. One called Middletown was located
on the north side of the river and exactly east
of the old plat of DeWitt, Without putting you
Lo sleep with exact legal descriptions of the
placement of Middletown, just imagine that it
was roughly the property which now incorpo-
rates the Catholic Retreat, Earl and Esther
Klaver's farm and the new homes along the
south side of east Main. :

Middletown did not survive the economic
panic of 1839 and when the “village” was sold
by the state for back taxes in 1842, David
Sturgie, DeWitt's first merchant north of the
river, was one of the buyers at that sale. He
soon added to this purchase by buying the
entire east portion of Capt. Scott’s platted vil-
lage, which.included the lands this house
would ceeupy. Judging by the tax rolls,
Sturgis built this house (or substantially
added to it} between 1847 and 1852,

When the whistle of the [irst locomotives
lured Sturgis to St. Johns in the mid 1850's he
sold this house to JW Gardner, who used it as
home base for his large farm. His farm was
bordered on the south by the river, on the

DeWitt“remembered:

Photo courlesy of Don Hamish

THE TREADWELL FARM ON EAST MAIN STREET IN DEWITT, ca. 1918. The vantage point of the
photographer would be standing in the driveway of Chet Church's house looking west across the fot
where Edith Hayner's new home is now localed. This photo is from the snapshot album of Reva

Edith Hayner’s new home
isn’t the first on this land

north by Cutler Road, on the west by DeWitt
Read and on the east by the farm now owned
by Jim Wadel,

In 1868, Gardner reduced the size of his
farm by selling off everything on the north
side of Main Street/Round Lake road.

The new owners of this old house was the
family of Orrin and Lorana Pennell. Forty
years later it passed to their youngest son,
Mark (John and Marjorie’s father) who lived
there until ahout 1910 when he built a retire-
ment home at 210 E, Main and sold the farm
to the Treadwell family.

Tt was Charles Treadwell, a thresher in the
DeWitt area for many years, who purchased
the house and farm on the north side of Main
street, with brothers John and Edward
Treadwell buying the lands along the south
side.

Charles and May (Dunham) Treadwell,
with their two daughters Ila and Reva, lived
in this house until 1918 when they maved to
their newly-built stone house on east Main
now owned by Chet Church. After that date
the ofd house fell into disvepair. What hap-
pened toit? I can’t find the answer. As is too
often the case it's the more recent history I
have trouble with. It appears in an aerial
photo of DeWitt of the mid-1920°s but after
that? I've asked many people who remember
the house and barns being there, then remem-
ber them not being there but don't recall how
they came to “not be there”. Judging by the
size of some of the trees in that lot, I'd say it's
“nat been there” for & very long'time.

As to the farm lands which would later
become the Catholic Retreat, the Surratt fami-
ly bought Charles Treadwell’s farm in the
1930’s and slowly transformed the rolling
fields with the pianting of pine trees.

Ken Coin is a DeWitt resident end the area’s
primary historiar.
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DeWitt remembered:

ROAD TRIP - Ca 1915. Dyle Linn pholographer

H{[S C{Pj e i{ P'hoto counasy of Dan Hamlsh
O .

The automobile changed
DeWitt I|ke nothing else

KEN COIN

Among the hundreds of photographs recently
donated to the library by Don Harnish, this one
stands out among my personal {avorites. It is a
perfect illustration of a new generation embarking
on a new age; the age of the automobile. Nothmg
had an impact on the structure of DeWitt which .
matched the introduction of automabiles.

Dyle Linn, the photographer, is generally

regarded as DeWitt's first auto dealer. He opened

his Ford garage about 1914, possibly in conjunc-
tion with his father’s livery and feed barn, He
remained in business until 1920 when he sold out
to a partnership under the name of Pennell and
Coverdale.

But let’s not spend any more time talking busi-
ness histery - let’s gossip a minute about the
names and faces. The big hat identified as #1 in
the picture rests atop Reva Treadwell, the original

owner of this picture. She's the one responsible for

writing the numbers on the lace of the picture. A
daughter of Charles and May Dunham)
‘Treadwell, she later married a DeWitt fella, Jack
“Ray” Derham, a young lawyer from Corunna who

had come to DeWitt td practice law but worked at

the post office to earn a living. He later-distin- -
guished himself in two world wars and was, for a
time, a state legislator. Not wishing to remain big
[ish in a ittle pond, they lollowed the bright lights
to become littler fish in a much bigger pond.
Number 2 Lawrence Woodruff and his sister
Lorna (#5) were children of Clayton and Clara
(Lorenz) Wood Fufl. Their:father was'thitbwn }i{

banker, so nice auto’s quickly became a-way of life“ i
Tdon’t have afifigood goifubiutTadfence or H k\ l

Lorna, (they've got tao many relatives in the area-
for me to repeat it if I did) but I do have one
“pearl” relating to Lawrence’s wife, Elsie. Years
apo DeWitl's social scene consisted of town
dances. At one particular dance at the Grange

Hall my grandfather, who evidently had not been -
. Scott’s offspring sharing the silver screen (if only

told that there was national prohibition on alco-

hol, had about two too many. He asked Elsie for a ;L‘

whirl around the loor but imagine her surprise -
when he began teaching her how to do the Black
Bottom! What an unfortunate situation. Poor
Elsie: How could she ever explain this spectacle
next Tueeday at the DeWitt Women's {and mulded
Jello) Club. Poor grandpa: don't think for a -
minute that grandma wouldn't hold this htt]e
social faux pas against him for the rest of his life.

. Number 3 Hazel Bray is one of those people
who could probably be noted as “ahead of her -

time”, That is unfortunate because I think she

. was right on cue. She was a professional woman

who' never married and had a career in Lansing.
She lived in a big house on the corner of Madison
and Franklin and day after day, smartly decked,

- she would drive to her office in Lansing. For years

DeWitt housewives with four loads of laundry

- atready on the line and a sink full of greasy break-
fast dishes to wash would lock out their windows
with the corners of their mouth turned down and
say to themselves, “There goes Hazel, poor
woman, hasn't got a living soul to be subservient
to.” About 40 years ago she retired and moved to

. Lansing, She died only a few years back over 100

vears old.
Number 4 Fred Vail went into partnersh:p with

", Del Rose prior to 1920 to form the Rosevale

Packing Co. -

Number 6 John Hunts famlly owned the drug
stare at the southeast corner of Main and Bndge
prior ta the Brooks family,

.Number 7 Bessie Webb was among the last of
Capt. Scott's descendants ta live in DeWitt. After
her marriage to Dyle Linn, they began building
the house on Scott street which is now owned by

" " Ted and Cathy Mitchell. (It was, coincidentally,

only a few feet from where her great-grandparents
had built DeWitt’s first log cabin in 1833.) But the

" Linns' left DeWitt to follow their dream to

Hollywood. Dyle’s dream was not to become a
movie star but to become a farnaceman to the
stars with his brother-in-law Bert Scott. It was
the Linn’s twin sons Carrol and Traverse who had

i} vislons of stardom. Billed under the singular (and,

clevér)'stage name “The Linn Twifs, their ‘shoit
career consisted of a bm;part{acj:ually bwobit o
v parts, if you'll pardon the puny in an RKO western
that I had never heard of and forgot the name
anyway, Ralph Woodruff saw it and told me he

- liked it, but only because it had Andy DeVine in

it. . . ‘
Who would have ever imagined, Capt. David

for 8 moment) with Andy DeVine. Just goes to

" show what the automobile age has done for

DeWitt hmtury
Ken Coin is a DetVitt resident and the area’s

. primary historian.

























