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THIRTY-SIX BY THIRTY-SIX 

This paper is a preliminary research work dealing 

with the City of Dearborn Heights, Michigan.. It's purpose 

is to explore and describe in historical context the develop­

ment of the city from a wilderness in early Michigan 

Territory to a city in the Twentieth Century. The research 

which comprises this paper will show that the historical 

development of the Heights is closely linked with the 

development of the City of Dearborn, Michigan, which, in 

turn, is shown as linked with the rise and expansion of 

Detroit, Michigan, the port of entry for the Michigan 

Territory. 

The paper is developed in chronological order, 

with materials and locales interwoven in an effort to maintain 

the main thread of historical development between the three 

cities. Exceptions to this order exist when topical 

discussion encompasses many years, the presentation as a 

single unit preserving its focus and impact, otherwise lost 

if presented in segments. 

There are three basic parts to the work: Detroit, 

its origins and growth, Detroit and the development of • 
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Dearborn, and finally Dearborn and the Heights. In the 

development of these three cities the underlying theme which 

has emerged has been the importance of transportation, i.e. 

roads, canals and new technologies as seen in the steamboat 

and emergence of the railroads. 

Such transportation and introduction of new tech­

nologies facilitated settlement and growth in the areas 

researched. 

-Finally, and most important to the writer was the 

reversal of erroneous conceptions held relative to Dearborn 

•Heights. Prior to my research, the Heights was thought to be 

the result of a preplanned ideal, the incorporation of the 

city the final goal. Historical research, however, has 

shown the City of Dearborn Heights to be the result of a 

last ditch stand for survival and territorial integrity. 

Threatened with continued annexation and loss acre by acre 

to surrounding village and city governments, the residents 

of the Heights chose incorporation as a city, the City of 

Dearborn Heights. It is the intention of the writer to submit 

this preliminary paper and eventually an expanded work to the 

local historical archives to add to the material available 

on the Heights, which, but for a few dedicated local 

historians, has been sadly neglected. 
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The City of Dearborn Heights, located in Wayne 

County, Michigan, lies southwest of the City of Detroit at 

Latitude 42° 19' 54" north. Longitude 83° 16« 35" west with 

a mean elevation of 623 feet above sea level. Incorporated 

in 1963 after a lengthy legal contest, the city today 

encompasses within its irregularly shaped borders, some 

12.7 square miles. Its western borders include Inkster 

and Beech Daly Roads, while its eastern extremes are 

bordered by Southfield, Outer Drive," Gulley Road, Evergreen, 

Heyden and Hazelton. Joy Road and Warren form its northern 

borders, Van Born Road, its extreme southern border.• Because 

of its irregular shape, Ford Road and Dartmouth complete . 

its borders. 

The historical past of the Heights shows the city 

and its incorporation to be a story of survival in the 20th 

Century, the original township of 36 square miles having 

shown the attrition of the decades. Faced finally with a 

future of gradual, piecemeal annexation of the remaining 

township by .surrounding municipalities, its residents 

chose to incorporate, retain their common bond of identity 

and stand independent as a city. In this way they came to 

terms with their bordering neighbors, especially Dearborn 

and Detroit which, through the years, had played such an 

important part in their growth. 
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The story of the Heights begins on the banks of a 

large river in the Great Lakes "Upper Country" at the turn 

of the 18th Century. On July 24th in the year 1701, the 

small settlement of Detroit was founded as an outpost of 

French power, and center for French commerce in the Great 

Lakes region. On that day France placed her flag and 

future in the hands of one Sieur de la Motte Cadillac and 

some one hundred Frenchmen, fifty of whom were soldiers. 

By looking forward into history, this date comes the 

more sharply into focus, the better to grasp the significance 

of such early beginnings at the "Straits", so named by the 

French, Detroit. As A. E. Parkins has written in his 

"Historical Geography of Detroit", 

"Detroit was fifty-three years old when the 
British began their fort at Pittsburg, hundreds 
of miles in advance of civilization. It was 
ninety-five years old when Moses Cleveland laid 
out the city that bears his name on Lake Erie. 
Detroit celebrated it's centenary in the year 
that Holland Land Company plotted the city of 
Buffalo at the mouth of Buffalo Creek. The first 
log cabin in Indianapolis was not erected until 
118 years after the French began the city on the 
'Straits'. And Detroit had been making history 
127 years when the Illinois Board of Land Com­
missioners surveyed the site of Chicago." 2 
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To the French of the early 1700's commerce in the 

Great Lakes region meant the fur trade, carried by their 

own trappers and traders in conjunction with the Indians 

of the area which included the Abenakis, Algonquins, Hurons, 
3 

Ottawas, Illinois, Miamis and Iroquois. In just eight 

short months the early settlement was already in trade with 
4 

Montreal and Quebec. 

During the century preceding, the turnover of 

Detroit to the United States, the early outpost was to see 

pressure which would delay growth of population and thus. 

expansion of the settlement. A good example of this 

pressure was brought to bear when France, who had finally 

lost the settlement to Britain, continually tried to lure 

settlers away from the British. Conflict such as this was 

due to Detroit's strategic position in the struggle between 

France her founder and the British Empire, the arch rival 

in the colonization and settlement of the 'upper country' 

of North America. 

From its founding in 1701 to the surrender of 

Detroit to the British in 1760, a provision in the settle­

ment of the French and Indian Wars, the French failed to 

develop agriculture in the area. With no real market for 

produce other than their own settlement and with much money 
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to be.made in the fur trade, the settlement authorities 

were at times unable to support the food needs of their own 

garrison of troops. As to the French settler who did take 

up the plow, one contemporary observer of the time stated, 

". . .he was prone to pray for the crop and throw the 
5 

manure in the river". He was, m effect, no farmer at all! 

The forests covering the land of the day made it 

additionally hard for the farmer, who was forced to clear 

the land to plant his crops. High stands of timber and 

dense wood surrounded the young settlement, the better for 

trapping than clearing. Parkins, in his writing, says of 

the forests, 

"...Their chief importance during both the 
French and English occupation of the lakes 
region was indirect - they harbored a great 
variety of wild game. Sheltered in the depth 
of these great forests there were many fur 
bearing animals, such as the beaver, the otter, 
the mink, the fox, the racoon, the bear and 
others that made the Great Lakes region desired 
by French, British and American traders". 6 

The wilderness was, in fact, traversable only by 

hardy trappers and their Indian contacts. As Parkins 

observed: 

". . .only a few Indian trails led into the 
wilderness, one to the Indian villages on the 
Saginaw . . . another westward across the 
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Rouge and Huron Rivers beyond the site of 
. Ypsilanti". 7 

Here we see. first mention of the Indian trail later developing 

into the Chicago Military Road, still years in the future. 

The British government of Detroit after 1760 produced 

no great expansion in settlement. This was to be expected. 

Britain considered Detroit a center of Indian fur commerce. -

The small post was to be exploited commercially rather than 

expanded. Other posts of the times were being closed as 

the British government at home questioned the expenditures in 

North America. Expenditures ran high for the quartering and 

feeding of troops used in the protection of settlements. 

The fact that British Detroit survived such budget cuts 

dictated from England supports the view of Detroit's impor-r 

tance in the eyes of Britain during this period. British 

correspondence of the time shows that the post at Detroit 

was ". . .by far the most important object, not being 

confined merely to commerce of any particular colony, but 

embracing every advantage upon which the safety and extension 

of Indian commerce depended". 8 TO- the very end in 1796 when 

the United States took over and Britain finally evacuated 

Detroit, the British maintained this outlook. They were 

prompted in no small part by the merchants in Montreal whose 

livelihood depended on the Detroit fur post as on others in 

the region for a very profitable trade. Parkins focuses on this 
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view in a quote from hearings held at Montreal by merchants 

of that city discussing the possible release of Detroit to 

the Americans after the Revolution: 

". . .By relinquishing the posts of Detroit and 
Michilimackinac, we necessarily relinquish the 
sovereignty of the immeasurable chain of water 
communication formed by the River St. Lawrence 
and the lakes to the west, and the noble streams 
of the Ohio and Mississippi. We give up a 
country enriched by nature with the finest 
soil and climate, accomodated with innumerable 
navigable rivers, and fitted to become by the 
exertion of industry . . .the noblest and 
most extensive colony in the world." 9 

England, although realizing the importance of the 

Detroit did not fulfill her commercial ambitions. 

her problem lie with France from whom England had 

taken the early settlement in 1760. The French, after 

leaving Detroit, were to offer lands to Detroit's Frenchmen 

left behind. These lands were in the new French settlements 

of St. Louis and New Orleans I Many French residents of 

Detroit left to take advantage- of the offer. In 1773, 

1,282 whites and 85 slaves were left in Detroit, less than 

when Major Rogers, late of ranger fame, took the settlement 

for the British in 1760. 

To counteract this decrease in inhabitants, Britain 

offered to take in Loyalists from many eastern colonies. 

These Loyalists were suffering persecution in their locales 

because of their political beliefs held during the late 
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Revolutionary War of the 1770's. In 1783, with the final 

settlement of the American Revolution;^ England technically 

lost Detroit to the United States but, in fact, made no 

move to vacate. Instead, she brought in additional settlers 

so as to retain Detroit by reason of occupation and settle- " 

ment. In 1794, fifth families are recorded as coming to 

Detroit from near Niagara and another twenty^six from Fort 

Pitt. X 1 

Despite the increased population, Britain-was in no 

position to fight her many adversaries on all sides. France, 

who was constantly trying to lure Frenchmen from the settle­

ment, incited her Indian allies against the British. 

Britain's fur trade was being disrupted by these hostilities 

and to make .matters worse, the Detroit fur traders were 

heavily in debt to the merchants of Montreal. The king's 

subjects were also hard pressed to justify to the Crown at 

home in England additional expenditures being spent to 

defend the settlement and maintain her failing fur trade 

against increasing odds. Finally, the settlement was under 

constant threat from American forces who, it was thought, 

could attack at any moment and wrest the settlement and its 

trade from the Crown. Both trade and settlement belonged to 

the Americans under the terms of settlement of the American 

Revolution. For a time, British fears were groundless. 



10. 

Indeed, as Washington wrote to Jefferson during this 

period, he would have taken Detroit had the Continental 

Army not been so depleted after the war, her soldiers going 

home and had the money been available to finance such a 

venture. 

Indeed, the Detroit of this crucial early period 

may be seen through the eyes of Isaac Weld, an Irish traveler 

who visited the region in 1796 and who gives us a description 

of Detroit the year the Americans finally took over the 

settlement: 

". . .Detroit contains three hundred houses 
and is the largest town in the western country. 
It stands contiguous to the river on the top 
of the banks . . . There are very extensive 
wharves . . .The town consists of several 
streets that run parallel to the river . . . 
intersected by others at right angles. They 
are all narrow, and not being paved are dirty 
in the extreme whenever it happens to rain. 
. . . two-thirds of the inhabitants are French 
. . . the farmers are mostly engaged in trade 
. i . Detroit is a place of very considerable 
trade; . . . no less than twelve trading 
vessels belong to it . . .". 13 

Three hundred houses are mentioned by Weld in 1796. 

Seventy-six families as noted arrived just two years 

previously from Niagara and Fort Pitt. The increased 

settlement toward the end of British government proved 

too little, too late. Her intent to exploit trade rather 

than expand settlement was one large factor in her loss of 

Detroit. 
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Besides the three-quarters French inhabitants, 

Detroit at this time was also home to the German, English, 

Irish and Scotch. Indians, Negroes and Yankees also resided 

in this new American settlement. These occupants were the 

remnants of the French and English past, their lives for 

the most part connected with fur trapping and trading. What 

industry developed here was necessary for the common 

support .of the settlement. Agriculture was on the rise 

but at this point.its goods were only for local consumption 

of the inhabitants and the protective garrison. French 

.was the spoken language. Besides the three-quarters of 

Detroit's inhabitants, the many, trappers in the Michigan 

Territory spoke French and had petitioned the United States 

14 government to publish its laws in French. 

It is with these inhabitants, a mix peculiar to 

Detroit, emerging from the colonial struggles of the 

18th century, that we will begin to follow the rise of 

Detroit. In the year of its incorporation as a town the 

population estimates range from 600 to 1,600 inhabitants. 

This can be explained much the same as today's census figures 

are taken, both city and metropolitan. Several sources note 

Detroit proper in 1800 as having 600 people while other 
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sources are rather free in interpretation, and include 

farms and nearby settlements up and down the Detroit River 

on what is now the American side. Others go so far as to 

add 1,000 more inhabitants living along the opposite banks, 

now Canada, using 'Detroit' as a term of general locale. 

In a good number of cases it is only by compairson of texts 

that one can identify a particular author's intent. 

By 1810 Detroit proper's population had risen to 

750 inhabitants and had assumed a new role with the addition 

of increased manufacture within the city. Originally, the 

greater part of the.goods produced were consumed locally, 

however, the inhabitants quickly realized the potential 

market to be theirs by outfitting travelers passing through 

Detroit on their way west. Manufacturing itself was still 

in its infancy, combining simple shops with products made in 

the home. For instance there were 120 spinning wheels and six 

looms in homes and factories in Detroit. Other manufacturers 

included two tanneries, one hat factory, four candle and soap 

factories, four grist mills to handle grains and two distil­

leries. Simple though these beginnings they accounted for 

67% of the dollar manufacture in the total territory. 

The raw materials used at Detroit were all of local origin 

and included corn, barley, furs, fat and hides. All of 
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these materials were readily available at already settled 

farms or in the timbered areas surrounding Detroit. At this 

early period wooded areas still abounded in animals to be 

hunted and trapped for excellent pelt and hide. Flax and 

hemp goods produced at Detroit equaled 421 yards while woolen 

goods produced by cottage industry, that is in the homes of 

families, equaled 1,300 yards. 

However, Detroit in 1810 was changing its role. 

Industry was moving from the family work room in the home 

to the factory. The smithy in the barn was moving to the 

forge of the shop. The hat factory produced 400 hats 

annually, the distilleries 8,200 gallons of spirits. 

Soap produced here, 37,000 pounds yearly, outweighed the 

6,500 pounds of candles. The tannery produced 1,100 

16 tanned hides and 60 saddles with bridles. These are the 

last figures on Detroit, the-year 1810, its production 

figures afterward included with all of Wayne County until 

the year 1880 when Detroit's specific figures appear in the 

government census. As a result of this omission, figures 

for Wayne County were used by historians as Detroit con­

tained the greater amount of manufacturing in the County. 

In 1810 then we find Detroit growing, slowly to be sure 

but at a pace which is already changing its life, 

i.e. from the self-supportive settlement to a small trade 
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center offering to the traveler those extra goods it does 

not consume. Home crafts have grown to shop and small 

manufacturing proportions. Other areas near the port 

settlement were also beginning to stir, however imperceptibly 

at first. 

Some ten miles southwest of the Detroit port 

settlement of the early 1800's, was located the small trade-

center of Dearbornville. Even in 1800 the small center 

had seen quite a history, favored and frequented by Indian 

tribes of. the territory. as evidenced by the numerous Indian 

17 trails centered there. Dearbornville was located on 

the Old Salk Trail, today's Michigan Avenue, close by to the 

point where the Salk was crossed by the Ann Arbor Trail. 

Adjacent to the Rouge River the'small center stood convenient 

to early canoe and overland travel, a fact not over looked by 

earlier French and British fur traders and their Indian allies. 

As early as -1795, with the arrival of James Cissne and wife, 

settlement and agriculture had begun on the banks of the 

Rouge in the vicinity of Dearbornville. Cissne and additional 

settlers who followed shortly after his arrival, took up 

.the plow on 'ribbon' farms. Such farms, a French innovation, 

received their name from the fact that each farmer had one 

side of his land located on the river bank while the remaining 
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land lay in a long strip or ribbon, falling inland some 

distance on fertile dry land. The reasons for this type of 

farm were many and practical. The layout-of his land 

permitted the farmer to have access to.water for travel 

and commerce while the bulk of his holdings lay on dry, 

fertile soil, thus avoiding flood waters resulting from 

spring thaw or torrential rains during the year. With 

the narrow side of his land on riverbanks, such narrowness 

suited his needs and also facilitated additional farmers 

each having necessary access from their own farms along 

the same•riverbanks. Choice parcels they were, because 

of such access during these early years. The Dearbornville 

of the early 1800's was then a small settlement with a fur 

trading past, changing to local intersettlement trade with 

little outside commerce. It was for the most part agricultural 

in pursuit, its farming at first centered along the Rouge. 

Judging from the records of Dearborn Township dating from 

the 1820's it seems probable that there were in the neigh­

borhood of Dearbornville at this time, some fifteen to 

twenty-five families. 

Settlement in Dearbornville and its surrounding 

area had not gone unnoticed by the territorial government. 



16. 

In 1824, Governor Lewis Cass designated and set aside 

a 144 square mile area known as Bucklin Township, Dearbom-

ville falling within its southeastern borders. The area was 

bounded by the present day Eight Mile Road on the north, 

Greenfield Road on the east, with Van Born Road on the south 

and Haggerty Road to the west. This was a significant move 

at the time as only growing areas or areas with potential 

promise were so incorporated or warranted such organization. 

Under this name Bucklin was officially organized on April 1, 

1827. The increased population is borne out by the census 

of July 21, 1827 which shows approximately 101 families 

contacted by the newly appointed township assessors under 

19 the township supervisor, Marcus Swift. It is reasonable 

to assume at this period some 400 to 500 settlers inhabited 

Bucklin Township, its largest settlement at the time being 

Dearbornville. 

In October of 1829, Bucklin Township was divided 

into halves, using Inkster Road which bisected Bucklin 

north to south, as the dividing line. The eastern half 

was. redesignated Pekin Township while the western half 

became Nankin Township. In March, 1833, Pekin Township was 

renamed Redford Township, only to be split in two that 

April, leaving two 36 square mile areas. The northern • 
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36 square miles remained Redford Township while the southern 

36 square miles became Dearborn Township. The most reasonable 

explanation for the breaking down of large areas into smaller 

units seems to be a question of government practicality. 

With' gradual growth, slow as it appears to have been in the 

interior, smaller units of territory were more easily 

administered considering the distances involved, conditions 

of existing roads which were few and the transportation 

available, namely, the horse. Until well into the third 

decade of the 1800's all these considerations mentioned 

left much to be desired. 

Dearborn Township in the period of settlement from 

1833 on, was actually the 36 square mile southeastern quarter 

of the original 144 square mile area known as Bucklin Township 

in 1824. This area was indeed important as it is within 

this 36 square mile area that the City of Dearborn Heights 

was to develop 130 years in the future. The development of 

the Heights would be due in no small part to its historical 

link with the settlement of Dearbornville which, in turn, was 

inescapably linked to Detroit, the point of entry to the 

Michigan Territory in the early decades of 1800. To grasp 

these three areas in their historical relationship we must 

return to Detroit in the early 1820's, at the time Governor Cass 
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contemplated the formation of Bucklin Township. It was not 

until the early 1820's that Detroit succeeded in doubling 

20 

its population and growth. This was done against a sea 

of misinformation presented to the country at large by 

•Edward Tiffin, Surveyor General of the United States. The 

Congress of the United States had provided that two million 

acres of land be awarded to the veterans of the War of 1812. 

Tiffin, in his capacity of Surveyor General, had sent surveyors 

north from Defiance, Ohio to the southeastern part of Michigan 

Territory in 1815 to see if the land was suitable for settle­

ment. Their report .was unfavorable, with land in Illinois 
21 and Mxssouri fxnally being chosen for the .veterans. Since 

Detroit's growth as well as the immediate areas surrounding 

it depended on new arrivals at the port city, the report 

posed a serious problem. However, in 1815, printing 

presses established at Detroit, Ann Arbor, Monroe and 

Pontiac. helped to make the country better known and dispelled 

some of the negative reports about the territory. By 1818 

the survey of public land in the Michigan Territory had gone 

far enough to warrant the opening of a Federal Land Office 

in Detroit that same year. The most desirable land was 

auctioned off first. Remaining land was sold at $2.00 per 

acre, the United States Congress later changing this to 
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22 

$1.25 per acre. That same year, 1818, the first of 

three successive steps forward in transportation took 

place. The three steps were the navigation of the Great 

Lakes to Detroit by steamboat in 1818, the completion of 

the Erie Canal in 1825 and finally, the construction of 

the Chicago Military Road, construction beginning in 1825 

with completion some years later. The three individual steps 

by themselves would have been progress. But combined, they 

served as the pivot on which Detroit and Michigan Territory 

would turn to become a growing major city and state a few 

short years into the future. To understand the combined 

impact of the three steps, however, it is necessary to begin 

with the steamboat. 

The appearance of the steamboat on the Great Lakes 

was signaled at Detroit by the arrival of the Walk-In-Water 

in 1818, reducing travel time from Buffalo to Detroit to 

just 44 hours. In the past this trip had taken five to 

ten days depending on which land route was chosen. By 

July 23, 1825, it was estimated that four thousand persons 

had arrived at Detroit since the opening of navigation and 

the sum of $60,310.00 had been received at Detroit for 
23 

land sold in that district alone since the first of May. 
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The arrival of the steamship at Detroit, though 

important in its own right, bringing in additional travelers 

and settlers, was limited in its impact on the port city. 

It fast became obvious that there still remained missing 

links in the chain of travel from the eastern seaboard to 

Michigan Territory and the west beyond. The principal 

means of travel from the east coast to Buffalo was still 

overland, a very bad journey at best. • Water travel by 

way of the lakes brought one in comparative comfort to 

Detroit. However, at Detroit one was again faced with 

•limited access into the interior of the territory. Both 

of these problems were to be remedied, however, in just a 

few short years. 

In the year 1825, the Erie Canal was completed from 

Albany, New York to Buffalo, spanning the entire state 

east to west and resulting ih a water route extending from 

the port of New York on the Atlantic Ocean to the City of 

Buffalo. The route ran from New York City up the Hudson 

River, passing the Catskill Mountains, to Albany, New York, 

located just south of the Adirondack mountain chain. 

Running west from Albany the Erie Canal ran through the 

rolling valleys of New York state to Buffalo on Lake Erie. 

The final link in the journey was across the lake to the 
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Detroit River and on to the port city. The completion of 

the canal led to many changes in the eastern and north 

central regions of the country. Prior to the canal and 

Great Lakes water routes, the major routes westward had 

been over land south of Detroit, through the states of 

Ohio,- Indiana and Illinois. The westward movement which had 

been in progress now had a new relationship with the east. " 

"Eastern farmers in New York state and up into New 

England .had the eastern agricultural markets to themselves 

with little or no competition. With the opening of the 

canal, farm products and related goods- were shipped east 

from Ohio and Indiana. This new competition posed serious 

problems -for the eastern farmers who. paid the taxes to 

build and support the new canal. Due to the arrival of 

increased goods from the west prices on the eastern markets 

dropped. Eastern farmers began to lose money and in time 

many were bankrupt, losing their lands and money. Still 

others sensing impending loss sold what holdings they had 

left and migrated west to the new territories for a fresh 

start. Many of those farmers settled in Michigan Territory, 

some around Detroit where land could be purchased for a 

reasonable price and where progress was taking another step 

forward. 
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With the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825 

and the accompanying direct access to the port of Detroit 

from the eastern seaboard, the local, territorial and central 

government were faced with this problem of nonexistant or 

inadequate land routes leading from'Detroit to the interior 

of the territory and further west. The western frontier 

for all practical purposes stopped at Detroit. 

The Federal government at this time was involved 

with opening up the lands west of Michigan, while the 

Michigan Territory was taken up with the problems of intra-

territorial access for the purpose of settlement. Detroit, 

very slow in growth was interested in the commerce to be 

gained from new settlers and also the travelers west who 

would pass through the city. Detroit had already seen the 

possibilities in outfitting these early travelers as they 

started on the long overland'trip west. It can be said with 

confidence that the eventual construction of the turnpike 

roads was, in effect, prompted by the influx of settlers 

both actual and expected at Detroit. During the 1820's 

Detroit was to serve as a funnel to the Michigan interior 

and the west beyond. It was at this time the home of just 

1,430 inhabitants but had increased 692 residents in the 

previous ten year period. It covered 1.36 miles and ranked 
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24 
47th in U.S. cities m 1820. "The reception of new 

25 arrivals was the city's most important business." 

Detroit realized at the same time, however, that travel 

beyond her borders into the interior of the territory was 

all but impossible for the hardiest of travelers, let 

alone passing completely through the region to the West. 

The only means of transport thus far in the territory was 

by canoe along its streams or on horseback using Indian 

trails. Neither means was conducive or appealing to the 

would be traveler. The streams were not always available 

and the Indian trails were dangerous. 

The old Salk Trail which ran west from Detroit 

through Dearbornville, Ypsilanti and beyond was a typical 

example of one.of the better trails of the early 1800's. 

It was described at the time as dark and forboding, a .; 

streak through tall stands of timber leading into wilderness 
•i 

not infrequently harboring hostile Indians. This was 

especially true before 1807 when treaties made with the 

Indians threw open large areas in southern Michigan Territory 

to settlement.. Clearly, acceptable overland routes were 

needed leading out of Detroit to Michigan Territory and beyond._ 

Fortunately for Detroit and its pocketbook the Federal govern- ; 

ment arrived at much the same conclusion but for very different 

reasons. 
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The Federal government first acted in 1825, their 

action prompted not only by their wish to open the west, 

but their practical needs to hold and protect lands already 

settled from potential enemies. The experience of losing 

"Detroit ~to the British in "the-War-of 1312-reinforced--their 

concern over this important city port. In March of 1825, 

Congress appropriated monies for the construction of the 

Chicago Military Road, a road which would allow the rapid 

overland movement of troops if needed. The road, which 

would follow the old Salk Trail west out of Detroit, passed 

through Dearbornville on its way to Ypsilanti, where it 

veered south and crossed the southernmost tier of Michigan 

counties and moved on to Fort Dearborn (Chicago). Another 

road branched off the Chicago Road at Ypsilanti leading to 

St. Joseph, approximately the route of today's Interstate 

94 and passing through the second tier of Michigan counties. 

A description of the Chicago Military Road (1836) stated that 

it * stretches' itself by devious and irregular windings 

east and west like a huge serpent lazily pursuing its onward 

course utterly unconcerned as to its destination. Traffic 

on the road developed fairly rapidly with the eastern portions 

in use in the late 1820's. By 1835 two stage coaches a week 

27 operated between Detroit and Chicago. 
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The building of these turnpike roads by both the 

central and territorial governments had its desired effect. 

"The impulse and effect produced by the settlement 
and cultivation of the surrounding countryside 
was wanting, until about the year 1830, when im-

_ . migration, which had been..previously small, . 
rapidly increased and farms and small villages 
began to thicken along the lines of the turnpike 
roads . . . These were the Chicago, Saginaw, the 
Fort Gratiot (Port Huron) and the Grand River 
(Pontiac west)." 28 

While the building of the turnpike roads had facilitated 

increased travel and settlement into the territory, the 

settlement posed additional problems in transportation and 

commerce. In the case of agricultural products cost of 

transport and speed were of the essence' if -regional commerce 

was to flourish. In addition, other goods such as craftwork, 

hides, furs, were difficult to transport any distance at a' 

profit considering the time required. As settlement increased 

it expanded away from Detroit. The need was for speed in 

travel at relatively low rates and was answered in February 

of 1836 with the arrival of the railroad iron horse. 

Just eleven years after the start of construction 

on the Chicago Military Road, the Central Railroad of Michigan 

completed a line from Detroit to Ypsilanti, following much the 

same route as the Chicago Road. This railroad was to not 
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only facilitate but also attract additional migration to the 

interior. Records of the line, recorded in 1838 reveal that 

the Central had just four locomotives, five passenger cars 

and ten freight cars, the sum total of their rolling stock. 

Yet during that year the line transported twenty-nine thousand 
29 

passengers I Its impact was to transform all of the region 

it serviced, stretching to Jackson in 1842, Kalamazoo in 

1843 and ultimately Chicago in 1852. 3 0 

The Port of Detroit was already a busy place in 

1836. Dunbar states that some ninety steamboats and an even 

larger number of sailing vessels used its facilities; an 

estimated 220,000 people entered and left town that year. 

Hotels and boarding houses sprang up for their accomodation, 

while stores did a lively business in supplying settlers-
31 venturing westward. 

In 1836 with the firing up of the first locomotive, 

the Central Railroad changed Detroit from the one time funnel 

to the west to a growing bustling center of interregional 

commerce. Not only did the city's commercial houses and 

warehouses handle inbound eastern goods on their journey 

west, but these wharves and warehouses of the port .city now 

handled western goods destined for the Atlantic coastal 

regions of the east. Farmers located in the interior of 
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Michigan now had a market for their crops, markets which 

eagerly received these products. More importantly they had 

a way to move their goods east in an economical way. Land 

sold at a fast pace and hew farms arose tended by new set­

tlers while older farms expanded the land under cultivation 

until now lying unused for lack of profitable market and 

suitable transportation to reach that market. 

Life in Dearbornville as well as in the surrounding 

Dearborn Township changed greatly with the arrival of the 

railroad to the locale. Dearbornville became a fueling 

station for the railroad, building a storage area for the 

wood which fueled the first of the steam locomotives. 

This provided jobs for the inhabitants who engaged in the 

cutting and preparation of timber. Trains stopped daily at 

the settlement on their runs both east and west. The 

railroads attracted additional settlers to the area, many 

such early arrivals being employed by them. One, Edgar 

Howard, born in Bristol County, Massachusetts in 1822, . 

arrived in Dearbornville in 1836 and railroaded for 16 years. 

Retiring from the railroad he is recorded as having returned 

to farming in the area. Howard later held several political 

offices including Justice of the Peace and village Treasurer. 

Shephard L. Howard, who arrived also in 1836, married Irene 
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Allen of English parentage and worked for the railroads , 

32 . for ten years. 

The brickyards in Dearbornville were another business 

that prospered with the arrival of the railroads. The 

yards dated back many years and were a going local business 

due to large clay deposits located there. Several early 

settlers earned their livelihood at the yards, one of record 

being Titus Dort who settled in the region in 1829, going 

into the brick business. Dort was from Bridgeport, Massachu-

33 

setts. The railroads, then, not-only employed local residents 

wherever they went but brought in settlers who took advantage 

of the .commercial opportunities of the area, opportunities 

afforded by the presence of rail transport itself. The 

railroad was in this sense self-perpetuating in that progress 

followed the rail and the rail thrived on progress. 

The arrival of the railroad and Dearborn's emergence 

as a fueling stop certainly was a plus for the small settlement. 

But its importance during this period lay not with the railroad 

exclusively. Four years previous to the arrival of the Central 

Railroad, Dearbornville had been selected as the location of 

a new Federal Arsenal. The Federal government had learned 

the lessons taught" by the War of 1812 when Detroit itself was 

lost to an enemy. In addition, potential problems with the 
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powers bordering the Canadian side of the Detroit River, 

prompted the United States Government to build the new 

"Detroit Arsenal" as a second line of defense against 

34 invasion by a foreign power. This left Dearbornville 

host to a military arsenal and located on a military road, 

the Chicago. 

The arsenal itself was completed in 1833 and used 

on through the Civil War period. The resulting Dearbornville 

was a small village of farmers, worlcmen, merchants and . 

military. Workmen, as we have stated occupied themselves at 

the local brickyards. Wood was cut for the railroads. 

Soldiers drilled on the parade grounds and local merchants sold 

to all. The population of the township at this time stood 

at approximately 1,000 inhabitants, the greater number of 

which were active farmers. 

Detroit, overshadowing Dearbornville and the Township 

had also felt the impact of the railroads. By the year 

1837 the city had some 9,000 inhabitants, close to a 300% 

35 increase from 1830. To handle the outfitting of the huge 

number of settlers passing through and satisfy the needs of 

its local population Detroit had developed both in commerce 

and culture. Of some 1,310 dwellings of that day, ° no less 

than 25 were grocery and provision stores, 27 dry goods stores, 
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seven clothing and 14 hardware stores, which catered to 

both traveler and resident. Ten commission houses, 47 

locally owned lake vessels together with 3,900 feet of docks 

handled the ever increasing import and export-business of 

the port city. The purchase of land could be made at the 

U.S. Land Office, the newly arrived settler represented by 

one of the .37 lawyers in the city. Residents of the day 

were cared for by 22 physicians and two dentists in local 

practice. Religious matters of the residents were cared for 

by eight churches. Eight newspapers and a magazine carried 

the news of the day and kept inhabitants abreast of hap­

penings while five private colleges and seminaries educated 

the young, monied residents until 1838 when the first 

37 public school appeared. A total of-four banks handled i 

the financial dealings of the .city which was daily on th"e 

increase. Wayne County alone had eight flour mills, three 

grist mills and 28 saw mills. Two breweries and a distillery 

used barley, rye, corn and hops locally grown for a major 

industry. Three tanneries and five furnaces making cast iron 

38 topped off the list for this period of the 1840's. 

At this time Detroit began a significant change from 

a commercial city, primarily warehousing and acting as exchange" 

center for other locales, to a city of manufacturing. The 

39 gradual change took place during the next twenty years. 
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Because of its increasing importance with significant 

manufacturing transportation also took on added importance. 

Programs for improving overland travel were adopted. One of 

these was the Plank Road Act. The Michigan Legislature in 

40 1850 passed the Plank Road Act. -. This enabled charted road 

builders to obtain necessary rights of way and construct 

41 plank roads. Plank roads were developed by laying wide 

wooden planks at right angles to the road sides. The planks 

laying side by side mile after mile resulted in a corduroy 

road, rough at best but an imporvement nonetheless when 

compared to the dirt rutted paths which were their forerunner. 

The roads were to be financed by 'toll' gates where, for a 

given charge, one could pass on and use the road. These were 

the early 'toll' roads, much the same as the turnpikes of 

today. The same year in 1850 the road from Detroit through 

Dearborn and west to Wayne, Ypsilanti and Saline was completed. 

Attention was also given the railroads in time and in 1872 

additional rail was laid on the old Central Railway. This 

43 resulted in a double track as far as Ypsilanti. Not all 

produce and goods were moved by rail, however. 

By 1875 some pioneer had acquired wagons and horses, 

an animal short of supply in the earlier decades. Roads 

had been so bad in the time of John Nowlin in the late 1830's 
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that it was not unheard of for a settler living adjacent to 

the Chicago Road to consider a large rut near his home to 

be his eminent domain. Any traveler unfortunate enough to 

get buried in such a rut was his customer, the traveler having 

to pay the nearby settler for assistance in dislodging whatever 

vehicle so mired in the settlers's rut. Not the Christian 

concept of brotherhood known in New England, the home of not 

a few settlers, but judging from the conditions of the roads 

of the day, very profitable. 

Existing documents show the township of the 1870's 

to have a rather extensive road system .compared to the early 

part of the century. This was no doubt the result of two 

factors. First, the necessity of roads to facilitate present 

settlers and second, government anticipation of increased 

settlement. They were an inducement in themselves to future 

settlement,, offering the means of transport for goods and 

crops to Dearbornville and Detroit, as well as facilitating 

contact with the surrounding areas on a social basis. The 

settler was, in effect, no longer isolated on his acreage. 

A surveyor's map of the area in.1876 reveals much 

44 about the township at this time. The northwest quadrant 

of nine square miles contained 90 homes, farmhouses for the 
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most part, spread quite evenly throughout the area. With 

one exception the east-west roads do not span the entire 

three mile width of the quadrant, but rather cover only two 

to two and one-half miles, stopping at property lines of 

farms. The exception, Ann Arbor Trail, enters from the 

southeast and meanders through the upper farmland to the 

northwest. Only one road runs the entire three miles north-

south, this being Inkster Road skirting the western boundary. 

The west branch of the Rouge River crossed the quadrant from 

the upper northeast to the extreme northwest, changing its 

direction in winding'curves over much of its course. Most 

homes with few exceptions were located along the main roads 

of the time. .Gulley Road was flanked by no less than 

17 farmhouses in its three and three quarter mile run north 

from the Chicago Road, each house located on its own piece 

of land. The farms in this area include large 120 acre 

tracts as well as 20 acre units. Many farms of 40 to 60 

acres are spread between, all taking different shapes, some 

square, some rectangular, with a sparse few in the central 

eastern boundary reminiscent of the ribbon tracts of the 

lower Rouge area. The larger farms include those of J.B. 

Wallace, along the Rouge in the northwest, Frank Stringer in 

the southwest bordering Inkster Road and Joseph Coon and P. 
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Simons both in the northeast. Coon's land bordered the Ann 

Arbor Trail where a hotel of the day stood. In this area 

also were found two schools, a church and a store on Ann 

Arbor Trail near Wallace's land. 

The northeast quadrant of the township presented a 

very much different picture. Only 59 houses are plotted on 

the map of 1876, just two-thirds of the inhabitants of its 

western neighbor. A great deal, however, had to do with 

the fact that three large landowners accounted for almost 

700 acres, these being Mr. Coon once again, F. Diedrich and 

William Ten Eyck. It is in this area that William Ford 

lived,, much Ford property bordering on Joy Road, the area's 

northern boundary. The farm tracts tend to be rectangular 

in shape, more noticeably so than in the northwest area of 

the township. Again, however, the farm houses are placed 

along the.main roads of Joy,- Warren and-the present Ford 

Road. Though-sparsely dotted with homes the present day 

Southfield Road ran north and south, parallel to Greenfield 

Road which ran but two of the three miles north-south in 

the area. 

Traveling southwest we find the third quadrant of the 

township with some '87 homes evident, not including the church 

located in the area. This quarter of the township hosts the 
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Chicago Military Road which crossed from its northeast to-

its western border on Inkster Road in a gradually more southern 

course. Some twenty-three homes were located along the now 

busy road in a little over two miles, from Inkster Road to-

the outskirts of present day Dearborn.. Indeed, part of 

Dearborn lies in this southwest quadrant. Farm lands here 

are a mixture of various sizes with houses seemingly spread. 

out a bit more, neighbors not as close to one another as in 

other areas. 

Dearborn, the hub of Dearborn Township in 1876 was, 

.for the most part, in the southeast quadrant. It is quite 

easy to see how the settlement, which incorporated as a village 

seventeen years later in 1893, had in its earlier days been 

the.meeting point of many Indian trails. Ann Arbor Trail 

coming up from the southeast, met the Salk Trail before it 

climbed northwest. Numerous roads wind their way into the 

.village from north and south, all converging on the old Salk. 

Farms to the southeast of the village are laid out in 'ribbon' 

fashion along the banks of the Rouge River. Their farmhouses 

are back some distance from its banks and located along the 

dirt road leading to Dearborn. These tracts-stand out as 

compared to the patchwork appearance of the other farms in 

the area. 
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The western half of the township in 1876 contained 

170 farmhouses while the eastern half contained only 108. 

A little less than two-thirds of the population then lived in 

18 square miles of the western half of the township. Very 

early settlers were able to purchase land 'at $1.25 an acre 

45 from the U. S. Government. This price put an 80 acre 

tract at just $100.00, a. very good price at the time. Con­

sequently, as shown on the 1876 map a pattern of buying may 

be seen, with the largest tracts being located nearest to 

Dearborn and Detroit in the southeast and extending out from 

this hub of early settlement. These settlers also bought 

land in large tracts along the northern, western and southern 

branches of the Rouge River. Dunbar, in his treatment of 

the subject in "Michigan" has this to say: 

"A number of factors besides the quality of the 
soil entered into the pioneers' decision where 
to settle. Proximity to the main roads and the 
larger rivers was an advantage because it 
facilitated the bringing of supplies and the 
marketing of products. Particular care was 
used to seek a location that was regarded as 
healthful. An abundant water supply was 
essential . . ." 46 

As time went on, however, speculators bought cheap government 

land and resold it for huge profits. Considering that the 

township was relatively close to Detroit, and roads greatly 

improved by mid-century, with good stands of timber with which 
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to build houses and fences, it is no surprise some paid 

the high dollar for the land. Because of the higher prices, 

later settlers could afford only smaller tracts of land, the 

early settlers originally purchased larger lots because of 

lower prices. 

Two more reasons for the difference in settlement east 

and west of Dearborn come to mind. Early settlers who ar­

rived with or quickly produced through business venture, 

an inordinate amount of cash or credit could, with no trouble, 

amass large tracts of land very early. The Ten Eyck family 

at this time owned close to 1,000 acres northeast and southeast" 

of Dearborn. Secondly, when reading the family names on 

different parcels of land at this time it appears that families,. 

had spread out. Second generation sons were given sections """••" 

of the original family plots. Thus, an original 80 acre 

farm with one farmhouse became two 40 acre farms with two • 

farmhouses. It is evident then that the land closer to 

Detroit in eastern Dearborn Township was bought or acquired 

in much larger tracts which remained virtually unbroken while 

acreage in the western township was either purchased in 

smaller tracts or reduced to same through resale or inheritance.. 

Whichever the case, Dearborn Township was very slowly growing 

in 1876 with a population in the neighborhood of 1,100 people. 
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During the period of the 1800*s there were many 

forces which brought about changes and increased progress 

in Dearborn Township. They came in the form of new and im­

proved roads, use of wagons and stage coaches, railways and 

steamboats. These were the results of new and improved 

technology and over a period of years were instrumental in 

changing the life of the township from one of daily struggle 

against a wilderness to a rather acceptable life of artesan 

or merchant in the settlements and successful farmer in the 

outlying areas. Such a transition required more than new 

technology. It required a populus which though strong and 

hardy as they were, would quickly accept the new changes and 

use them for their mutual advantage. They had to be open-

minded to' accept change, foresighted enough to see its 

advantages and finally persistant enough to accomplish all* 

of its potentials. The early settlers of the township in 

the 1800's did just this. They were a mixed group, their 

reasons for coming to the township are as varied as their 

backgrounds. 

One of the earlier settlers in the township was Conrad 

Ten Eyck who built the Ten Eyck Tavern in 1826. This was 

located on the Chicago Military Road, then one year old, and 

adjacent to the entrance of what was to become the Ford 
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estate. It was at the time about a day's journey from 

47 Detroit. It can be said that Ten Eyck had the foresight 

to see the potential of both the road and Dearbornville and 

indeed, the Township. This is borne out by his civic interests. 

In the first meeting of the then Redford Township in 1830, 

48 we find Conrad Ten Eyck as Supervisor. It is with this 

document of the first meeting in 1830 that another early 

settler is also noted as Township Clerk, one Joseph Hickcox. 

Hickcox had arrived in Detroit in 1816, a Methodist preacher 

affiliated with the Gennessee Conference of Western and 

Central New York state prior to his assignment in Detroit. 

In 1820, purchasing land from the Federal- government, Hickcox 

settled in the area of the then Nankin Township, 16 miles 

but of Detroit up the Rouge River. In 1820 Hickcox was 

49 joined by Rev. Marcus Swift, a local Methodist preacher. 

Shortly after, in 1824, a schoolhouse was built on Hickcox's 

farm which was located in the present day Beech-Daly - Ann 

Arbor Trail area. This school was used as the meeting place 

for the entire Township of Bucklin and was the site for the 

first annual meeting and election held on May 28, 1827. 

About this time settlers from the eastern seaboard 

began to arrive in'the township and the surrounding territory. 
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With the opening of the Erie Canal and the arrival 

in the eastern markets of farm products from the west, the 

once exclusive markets of eastern farmers collapsed. Prices 

fell and no small number of eastern farmers were faced with 

bankruptcy and loss of lands, especially those located great 

distances from the canal. Literally hundreds of these men 

sold what property and goods they had left, picked up stakes 

and migrated to the new lands west of Buffalo for a fresh 

51 start. The patterns of settlement after 1825 xn the 

Michigan Territory and the area immediately surrounding 

Detroit confirm this fact. Records show early Michigan 

pioneers to be predominately New Englanders with a large 

number from western New York state, predominately anti-slavery . 

52 ' 

and of strong Republican beliefs. In 1832, Cyrus Randall 

arrived from the state of New York and eventually took up 

farming in the township. John B. Wallace settled in the 

township that same year, arriving from New York state. 

Taking advantage of the tall stands of timber located here, 

Wallace went into the lumber business, taking on a partner, 

William Place, in 1836. Just two years after the arrival 

of J. B. Wallace in 1832, John and Melinda Nowlin arrived in 

the township in the spring of 1834. Nowlin and family had ; 

owned a small farm in Kent, Putnam County, New York, just 
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sixty, miles' from New York.City. Nowlin purchased 80 acres 

one mile south of Dearbornville and by all accounts took 

up the plow developing in time a very prosperous farm. 

His close neighbor John Blare was said to have built the 

53 first log house south of Dearbornville in 1833. Asa 

Blare arrived in the fall of 1834 and purchased 40 acres of • 

54 government land xn the township which he farmed. In 

the fall of 1835 Mr. G. Purdy of New York state arrived with 

his wife, Mrs. Nowlin's sister. Henry Travis, a brother-in-law 

of Mr. Pardee, an earlier settler of 1833, arrived in the . 

area in the summer of 1835, and settled with a large family. 

According to William Nowlin, in his work, "The Bark Covered 

House", written in 1876, it is at this time many families 

55 came from the east and settled in this area. Obviously, 

word of the lands in Michigan spread between families, with 

first arrivals sending back.word of the township's possibilities 

to relatives left behind in the east. This was one source 

of increased settlement. But there were other sources with 

vastly different backgrounds. 

During the first few decades and reaching into the 

1830's and 40's, large numbers of foreign immigrants arrived 

at Detroit. Represented were England, Ireland, Scotland and 

Germany. While the new lands and opportunities of the Michigan 
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Territory, which became a state in 1837, drew immigrants from 

many countries. The Germans and Irish were particularly 

numerous because of their problems at home. The Germans were 

escaping from political unrest in their homeland, while 

.the Irish were escaping from the food famines in Ireland, 

57 their peak immigration being in 1846. Both were, in part, 

answering the call for labor needed to build the turnpikes 

and railroads ever expanding in these years. The German, 

the better educated of the two, became the merchant of the 

city and in no small numbers, the farmers of central and 

western Michigan. Indeed, they also had the money" for .pur­

chase of land, while the Irish did not, the latter immersing 

themselves-in growing urban industry. The'Irish were to 

supply the back and brawn needed for the construction and 

building industries on the rise during the expanding 1840*s. 

As with every general observation, however, there were exceptions, 

several Irish settlers being noted in early records of the 

township. 

In 1837 John Gardner was born in Dearborn, his parents 

having arrived from England in 1828. Gardner eventually 

married Jennie Flaherty of Barrie, Ontario. The Gardners 

were known for their English draft horses which they raised 

in the township. in the year 1850 John Cosbey, thirty years old, 

arrived in Dearborn. Born in Ireland, Cosbey had first 

arrived in America in 1843 and tried his hand as a clerk in 


