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History

Exploring vintage homes in DeWitt

By KEN COIN

There is something
about houses and history
that goes hand in hand.
Anyone who's lived in an
old house eant help but
wonder who preceded
them, who buiit it, what it
was like when it was new.
I get & lot of questions from
penple about the history of
their homes so, this year,
I'd like to take a losk at
the really old hnmes in
DeWitt.

First, I need to explain
some rules...

i define “really old” as
somewhere in the vicinity
af 130-plus years. In the
town of DeWitt, this usual-
ly equates to the smaller
nondeseript houses tucked
in betwean the bigger,
fancier, turn-of-the-century
homes {which do not quali-
fy as “really ald”),

More often than not T
will be using modern pic-
tures because:

ta) I don’t have many
vintage pictures of these
homes and;

thi if I run an old pie-
ture of a house that has
changed drastically, every-

one gets extremely con-
fused.

I probably won’t refer to
these houses by the names
of the present owners, My
apologies to all of you wha
own these homes but,
frankly, I don’t have a clue
anymore of who lives
where. Besides which,
unless yow've lived in your
old house since the inven-
tion of dirt, the rest of us
know it by some other
name. (That’s suppiemen-
tal Old House Rule, #14-
c”... it doesn’t get your
name attached to it until
after you move nut or are
carried out”).

Bear in mind that many
of these homes might nat
be the ones that you drive
by and find the most inter-
esting. But don’t judge the
Plain Janes by their
appearance, they are the
real hidden treasures of
DeWitt’s  history. They
were built in an era when
milled lumber was an
expensive luxury - at out-
lying farms, log construc-
tion was still common
place. They were built
when a house of six, or
even four rooms, was

extravagant and doors
with hinges and knobs
were a statuas symhbol.

There is a epecial
warmth to these old hous-
e {well, maybe not in Jan-
uary, but figuratively
speaking). Most all have
been altered beyond recog-
nition of their original
appearance. Many have
been added to, some moved
around the town like chess
pawns, some cub down the
center and made into twn
but, most remarkably, they
have survived an average
of 140 years and heen
called “Home Sweet Home”
by thousands of DeWitt
residents.

By my calculations
there are enough “really
0ld” houses on north side
of the river in the old plat-
ted village to keep this cal-
umn filled until 1996,
While I probably won'’t be
able to contrnl myself from
now and again digressing
into snme dribble of non-
sense, [ hope that through-
out this year you'll enjoy
learning about DeWitt’s
oldest homes: the people
who built them and the
families who lived in them.
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If you're new to the area
and stil haven't quite fig-
ured out why DeWitt is
touted as “Historic”, maybe
these vignettes will give
you a better appreciation,
And if you five in one of
DeWitt’s oldest homes (and
haven't figured out why we
continue with the “His-
toric” bit), maybe these
will instill you with a little
pride in your old house,
with its sagging fleors, dip-
ping roof, and creoked door
frames. Ken Coin is a resi-
dent of DeWitt and the

area’s primary historian.
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A plat map of DeWitt 1aken from the Atlas of Clinton County, Michigan, published by
C.0. Titus, 1873. Of the nearly 100 structures noted on this map, more than 40 are stil
standing. ‘
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 History
Old county jail saves life of neighbor

By KEN COIN
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The first Clinton County Jail was located at 206 E
Washinglon St.1n Dewitt. Photo by Jennifer Vincent.

than the rest, told the
group not to bother with
A st - he'd alads
Iy dn the job.

The vigilante comniilice
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roup on the Smith hnme-
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DeWitt-Bath Review

By KEN COIN

In the frontier years
DeWitt's county jail housed
many outlawa. These were
mostly lirnited to the town
drunks, petty thieves, run-
away children and an ocea-
sionel painted lady. There
were few  sensational
erimas in Clinten County
but there was one excep-
tional trial.

In the summer of 1847
there occurred a very
unusual murder. It hap-
pened along the Maple
River, far removed from
DeWitt, But as DeWitt was
then the county seat, the
accused was brought here
to the jail to stand trial.
Hia name is not recorded,
but he was a Native Amer-
ican of the Saginaw tribe,
whose home was along the
Pine River at “the Village
of the Little Pines” where
St. Louis (in Gratiot Coun-
ty) is now located. He and
a eompanion had been in
the village of Ionia where
accompanied by several
others from their tribe
they went on a drinking
spree that lasted several
days. Returning home
along the Maple River, the
twa intoxicated men decid-
ed to camp alone for the
night hut had only one
bianket between the two of
them. In the marning ane
of the pair lay dead and
cald with a knife in his

chest; the other wairm but
guilty.

After being brought to
DeWitt, the accused lin-
gered in the cellar of the
jail while the county offi-
cials debated how to pro-
ceed. Sheriff Wm. ¥. Jeni-
son and Prosecator Levi
Townson were well
relieved when a deputation
of Saginaw Indians arrived
to petition for the murder-
er’s reiease into their cus-
tody to be tried by them in
their own time-honored
fashion. Their petition was
quizkly granted and the
accused was teken to the
Pine River settlement to
await a trial among his
awn people.

The story would proba-
bly end here if it hadn’t
been for a minister who
chanced to enter into the
picture. Rev. Manasseh
Hickey, a traveling mis-
sionary to the Indians of
central  Michigan, hap-
pened to be in the Maple
River Valley during that

summer and stumbled
upon  an  extraordinary
gecurrence which he

recorded in amazing detail.
His vivid acesunt (from
which this fallowing synop-
sis was taken) is recorded
in the Michigan Pigneer
Collections, Vol 4.

Rev. Hickey accompa-
rnied by his interpreter
Johin Kahbesje made a sur-
prise visit Lo the Cjibwa

Community
Coin relays part two of DeWitt infamous jail history

village of Chiel Wabecake
Makitoguet at the rapids
of the Maple which was
deseribed by the pastor as
a village of some 40 to A0
families. They were
received in the log house of
the chief’ but given an
unusually cool reception.
After an extended conver-
sation, Kahbeeje waa able
to determine that the chief
suapected the white minis-
ter of being something of a
spy sent by the whites fo
pry into their affairs. Their
“affair”, as it turned out,
was the trial of the mur-
derer which was to be held
that same day.

Although this Ojibwa
band had no real connec-
tian with the Saginaw
hand to which the mur-
dered and accused
belonged, it was the native
rustom to hold “court” at
the village nearest to the
scene of the crime. Hence,
Makitoquet’s village was
awelled with the [amilies
of the victim and accused
as well as those of the
chiefs who had come to
conduct the trial. The term
“trial” can be used loosely
here. The accused was con-
sidered guilty from the
start, This was a court to
determine his sentence.

A new wigwam with a
seating capacity of 200
persans had been erccted
for the nceasion from poles
and covered with Dbark.

After twn simultanenus
feasts, lone involving those
associated with the mur-
derer and one involving
those associated with the
victim), a procession lrom
both feasts was made to
the new wigwam for the
proceedings.

“They entered as if they
were going to a funeral -
all parties dressed in their
regalia: blankets, leggins,
moccasins tastily worked
with beads and colored
porcupine quills, silver
bande on their arms, col-
ored turbans on  their
heads, with various feath-
ers of wild birds in their
hair. The blankets of the
Indians were white, red
and biue. Their ehirts were
maostly turkey-red calico.
The women had broadcloth

Manday, March 27, 1495 g

hlankeis,
blue, and
same material

With the wigwam flied
by the principal familics,
nearly 100 marve spectatars
wore seated outside in a
semi-civele facing the open

many ol them
skirts of the

donrway, The crnwd, near.
ing 300, was completsly
silent. 11 was time in
bagin.

More tn (nllaw..,

Ken Coin v a DeWitt
resicent ond the area’s pri-
mary kistorian,
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DeWitt remembered
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Justice wasn’t exactly at the heart of famous Indian trial

KEN COIN

Along one side of the large wigwam sat the family of

the deceased. The masat distant relatives were positioned
in the far, back eorner with the widow and her children
seated clgsest to the door. Likewise, the family of the
accused were aituated along the opposite well. The last to
enter was the accused, escorted by the Muskahkenene,
the medicine man, Shaman of the Saginaw people.

The murderer matde every effort to form a morose pic-
ture. His face was biackened with charcoal to denote sor-
row; his blanket and leggings were torn with holes to
show bumility and regret. He and the Musksahkenene
tnok their places in the center of the silent wigwam.

After a long period of silence, the first to speak was a
member of the crimiinal’s farnily. He rose and velated to
the audience a full account of the murder along with a
statement regarding the accused’s full confession to the

.erime. At the end of his speech, an endorsement of the
criminal’s entive family was affirmed with an “Ah!” The
Muskahkenene then rose and took a dozen new Macki-
naw hlankets from the criminal’s family and laid them
down in {ront of the widow and her ehildren.

Next, in turn, a member of the mwdered chief’s fami-
ty rose and apoke an behalf of the deceased. He extolled
the gpood qualities of the dead chief and of the loss to his
widnw, his 18-year old son and four smaller children; a
lnss which could not be restored by a lew Mackinaw blan-
kets. His remarks were endorsed by an “Ah™ from the
accused’s family, after which the Muskahkenene again
hrought forward yitts, this time blue broadeloth and
nifered it to the widow,

A fourth speaker then spoke on behalf of the chief’s
children. His sad oration was followed by another “Ah!”
irom the family.

A 1ifth and final speaker on behalf of the accused then
rose and spake frankly, addressing the fact that the mur-
derer’s family had sacrificed & great deal to buy these

uresenta for the widow in the hopes of buying the life of

this foolish young criminal. They, for their part, had
shown him forgiveness by their generosity and hoped
that the widow and the family of the murdered chiel
could do likewise. “Ah'

More pressnts were produced: broadeloth, wampum,
beads and tobacco. Following this presentation there was
a profound silence among those inside and outside the
wigwam which iasted more than five minutes. At tength,
a sixth and final speaker rose and with great determina-
tion outlined the needless destruction this asituation had
caused in everyone’s fives. “Ah!”

Once again the Muskahkenene presented maore of the
same sort of gifts to the widow then returned tn the cen-
ter of the wigwam where he again sat down next to the
accused. It was now time for the Muskahkenene to bring
the ceremony to closure. He took a plug of Cavendish
tobacco from his fawn skin pouch and slowly filled the
bow! of his large, redstone, Mississippi pipe and attached
the long carved stem. Aleo from his pouch he brought mat
a small flint, a steel and a small piece of punk (shredded
tinder).

He rose and addressed the entire assembly: “Brothers,
we have met herve before the Great Spirit, who sees us
all, who knows why we are met, who sees right down into
aur hearts, wha knows what your tonpgues have talked,
and what your hearts have thought and he knows what
these presents ave that I have carried nver and given to
this family to make peace for this trouble. Now, if you ull
are true to each ather and intend to settle this trouble
and let this young man that has brought this trouble in
our wigwams and hearts live, then T will have Lo stiike

this ilint once anly with this steel to light this pipe of

peace. But if some aff you have kept back in your hearts,
thoughts and feeling contrary to peace, as you on both
asides have talked, then i will have to strike this flint

motre than once to bring the fire to light this pipe of

peace.”
The assembly replied, “Ah!" in unison as the
Muskahkenene held the toola above the pipe bowl. Far

the first time since the proceedings began, the murderer
looked up fram the ground to see if the pipe would light
with one strike. It did. The medicina man tonk a few
healthy pulfs to et the pipe stoked then offered it to
each of the murdered chief’s family within the wigwam
bepinning with the young son, second the widow. Only
when presented with the pipe did the widew show any
sipn of emotion. Her rigid dignity cracked as she smnked
and tears streamed down her cheeks.

Some showed signs of resistance to smoking the peace
pipe and had to be offered a second or third time. These
shows of abstinence added to the tension within for it
was known by all that any member of the bereaved fami-
ly had a full right to refuse the pipe and instead, in the
full presence of all, withaut explanation, rise up and kill
the miurderer with a tomahawk.

When each nf the bereaved had shared the pine, it was
then offered likewise tn each ot the murderer’s family
until at fast, all had made the sign of peace. The enurt
was closed and the murderer was allnwed ta ljve.

Ken Coin iv a DeWitt resident and the areo’s primory
fistorion.



Dewirt-Bath Review

By KEN COIN

Yes, all this and he
draws tono. The accornpany-
ing sketeh was done by
yours truly for the library
20 vears ago, (1 kind of
choked on those last three
words) to give a clearsr
look at how the ald jail
may have appeared when
1t was new. The porch is a
bit of artistic license - there
may or may nct have been
ome on the original struc-
ture.

For the paat few weeks,
I've passed along storjes of
former inmates of this his-
taric hoocsegaw but the
structures’ value to
DeWitt's  heritage &
enough to warrant some

serious  appreciation by
“Historic DeWitl.” A jail
huilding, 150 years old, is a
true rarity in Michigan.
The subject of the jail
first appears in the records
in 1840 when money was
appropriated by the newly
formed county for an office
building and for a jail and
inilers residence. The
building contracts were
awarded to William H.
Utley, a local builder whose
bids were considered to be
the lowest of any “responsi-
ble” bidder. His bid for the
jail was recorded at $1,078,
The completion date was
set for the fall of 1841 but
when this was not accom-
plished, Seth Marvin was
lired to finish the project.

—  Community ——

First Clinton County jail ha

Illustration - A pen and ink drawing of what the old Clin-
ton County Jail may have looked like in the 1840's - not tar
removed from its present appearance.

In 1842, the lot on
Washington Street was
deeded over to the county
by Captain David Scott
with the provision that
should the county scat
move from DeWitt, or
should the county cease
nsing the site for the pur-
poses of a jail, the property
would revert back e him-
zelf or hia heirs. With a site
secured, Marvin completed
this building in the spring
ol 1843.

The records were not
specific as ta what portions
of the struclure were
designed for jail purposes
and which were left inr res-
idence, but having been in
the building with an appor-
tunity to snoop into the
nooks and cranmes, |
believe that the southern
one story portion constitut-
ed the jail cells. This par-
tion ie huilt like a fortress
with planking on the walls,
flnors and ecilings We're

Monday, May 1, 1885
m—

not talking just mch thick
planks hern, these planks
were/are about twa feet
wide and at least thur inch-
es thick, solid oak.

Dy my calculations, the
portian feft for the jailer’s
residence must have been
the front twao story portion.

Cantrary Lo popular
belief, the county sheriff
did not reside here. [t was
usually occupied by a fami-
ly; the hushband heing
under contract as jailer
and the wife as conk and
laundress. There s howey-
er, evidence that the town
constable may have been
allowed to live here. the
1860 census shows the
house occupied by Hobert
Daniels, constable while
the contracted jniler far
that time period was David
Olin who lived iv and oper-
ated the Clintgn House
tavern.

After the county seat
was removed to St Johns
in 1857, the jail
remained in use by the
county until 1862 when a
facility was built in that
town. After this date, in
aceordance with Captain
Seott’s deed, the jail Int

old

¢ reverted back to his heirs,

d 4-inch thick walls

David Seott, Jr.oin particu- ©
lar. He, i tarn soon seld it
ag a residence tn M. B
Naracon who held it a few
vears befare salling it to
Albert Lott.

Lotk was @&  wagon
maker whose shop was
located on the northeast
corner of Scott and Main.
He was also a musician in
Company H of the 27th
Michigan Infantry  and
purchased the former jail
directly after his return
from duty in the Civil War.
It remaimed his home until
his death in 1896,

Ken Cain is @ DeWitt
resident and the area's pri-
mary Aistorinn.
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Furgason’s 50th wedding anmversary captured on film

Lived in the old Williams
home at the corner.of
Washington and Scott

By KEN COIN

Several years ago | was fortunate enough to purchase
a large quantity of vintage photographs of an old DeWitt
family from a St. Johns antiques dealer.

Before donating them to the DeWitt Library, I did a
Little detective work and found that they had once
belonged to Floyd and Clive (Averill) Furgason who lived
in DeWitt many years ago.

Some were of easily recognizable scenes but most,
such as the one pictured here, were group pictures, fami-
ly pictures.

I did my best to put names to the old faces but a few,
including this one, eluded me. T knew that the older cou-
ple seated in the center of the picture were James and
Ellen {Keeney) Furgason; but the other folka? Ellen's
sporting a sizable corsage so I figured it was some special
occasion.

Well, I hadn’t done anything further with the pho-
tographs for several years when the story behind this pic-
ture found me, It's true what they say: “The easiest way
to find something is to stop looking for it.”

I was recently at the Library of Michigan going
through reels of microfilmed county newspapers, looking
for something else completely, when I apotted a write-up
regarding a 50th wedding anniversary celebration of the
Furgasons.

I discovered this picture was taken on that occasion
and includes Elien’s siblings; Carrie (Keeney) Groger,
Joseph, James, Nicholas, Alanson and Edward Keeney
(plus a few sister-in-laws to round it out), Besides being
her 50th anniversary, the day was also Ellen's 72nd
birthday.

The Furgason'’s were married in 1864 following James
return from the Civil War. They lived for a time near
Ellen’s family homestead at Cambridge, Lenawee county
and in 1880 came to South Riley where several of Ellen’a
siblings had previously migrated.

By 1885, medical problems resulting from his war ser-
vice forced James’ to retire from farming and the couple
moved to DeWitt.

*

A meeting of the Keeney Family - The 50th wedding
anniversary cf James and Ellen (Keeney) Furgason, taken
at the Furgason horne at 215 S, Scott St, August 21, 1914,

They purchased the old Williams home at the corner
of Washinpgton and Scott {(see Feb. 27, 1995) where they
remained until their deaths in 1915.

While I ¢ould find no one lving who remembered
James and Ellen Furgason, the names of their eight chil-
dren and speuses should ring familiar with some of our
older residents: Finis (married Francis McArthur and
Lola Miller), Feron (married Grace Baldwin}, Floyd {(mar-
ried Olive Averiil}, Effie Ellen (Mra. Clark Lankton},
Edith (Mrs. Clarence Lankton), Ettie (Mrs. Cash Bald-
win), Charles and Elsie (the later two died young).

Ken Coin {5 a DeWitt resident and the area’s primary
historian.

Photographer unknown, courtesy of the DeWitt Public
Library.



