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Light-rail markers debut on
West Bloomfield Nature Trail
Nine historical markers debut on part of the
West Bloomfield Nature Trail, Orchard Lake
Road north to Sylvan Lake, on Sunday, April 26, 1 to 4
p.m. The Orchard Lake Museum, reached by steps from
the trail at Long Lake Road and Orchard Lake Road, also
will be open from 1 to 4 p.m.

“As people walk along this old Grand Trunk Michigan
railroad bed, they also are walking parallel to what was
once a light-rail, mass transit system known as the Detroit
United Railway’s interurban line, or D.U.R., “ said Buzz
Brown, president of the Greater West Bloomfield
Historical Society that funded and placed the signs.

The Interurban carried passengers and freight throughout
southeast Michigan from 1899 to 1929. The trolleys had
electric motors and got electricity from an overhead wire.
By 1929 competition between motorbus companies
forced the closing of all interurban service in southeast
Michigan.

In addition to April 26, the signs will be placed by
Historical Society members on selected open-house
Sundays throughout the year. Consult www.gwbhs.com
[Events] for more dates.

Apple Island Tours in May
Saturday, May 16, noon to 4 p.m.
Sunday, May 17, noon to 3 p.m.
$12 for adults; $6 for children

Members are free, including those who join this weekend.

Those exploring Apple Island during this spring’s public
tours will encounter the 35-acre island’s natural wonders
plus a reenactor portraying an explorer from the 1760s.

Farmington resident Jeff Vallender, who plans to camp on
the island during the weekend, will introduce skills and
equipment used to survive in southeast Michigan during the
mid-1760s.

GWBHS members lead the tours, which begin at the
Orchard Lake Museum, Orchard Lake Road and Long
Lake Road, on a first-come, first-served basis.

Activities at the museum include children’s games and
demonstrations of spinning and other past ways of life.
Food and beverages will be sold as well as such as toys,
books, maps and photographs.

Those going on the tours should allow about 2 to 2-1/2
hours, wear athletic or walking shoes and bring cover-ups
because the boat ride and island are cooler than the shore.
Strollers are not allowed on the island. Call the museum,
248-682-2279, with questions.

Jeff Vallender, portraying a 1760s explorer, shows off the
canvas lean-to tent to be on Apple Island during the tours.

Friends of Apple Island Spring Forum

Wednesday, April 29, 7 p.m.
Fellowship Hall, Orchard Lake Community Church

5171 Commerce Road, Orchard Lake 48324

Meet others who share an interest in Apple Island,
“an emerald in a sea of diamonds.”

• Powerpoint presentation of a rediscovered 1920s
photo album featuring Apple Island

• West Bloomfield naturalist Laurel Zoet will speak on
the area’s wildlife

• Report on the island’s 2008 archaeological study
• Learn about the May 16 and 17 public tours and plans

for more digs on the island this August

Refreshments provided    No need to RSVP     No charge
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Westacres, West Bloomfield’s innovative residential
development on Commerce Road begun during the
Depression, brings together two seemingly disparate
subjects -- Federal stimulus programs and the slow foods
movement that encourages people to grow and raise their
own foods and consume seasonal foods from nearby.
Both topics were as important in the 1930s as they are
once again today.

The following excerpt from an unpublished chapter written
by  Pam Powell for Song of the Heron – Reflections on
the History of West Bloomfield explains West
Bloomfield’s critical role in a Federal stimulus program of
the 1930s.

Next, I have cited Midwestern Landscape Architecture
by William H. Tishler in explaining the important role of
self-sufficiency in agriculture – as well as other areas – in
the innovative landscape design of Westacres.

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the New Deal

As FDR’s plans for pulling America out of the Great
Depression got underway in 1933, one program in
particular probably had the most impact on West
Bloomfield Township: the Federal Emergency Relief Acts
of 1933 which proposed, in part, the construction of
affordable housing for low-income families. Indeed, the
New Deal’s revitalization programs led directly to the
development of the township’s Westacres housing project.

Westacres – the forerunner of modern suburban
developments

The Westacres subdivision of West Bloomfield Township
is often recognized as the forerunner of modern
suburbanization and residential development, not just for
the township but countywide. A revolutionary concept in
neighborhood design, the Westacres development was
intended to provide affordable housing for factory-wage
families and to boost a sagging economy as part of FDR’s
New Deal.

 Land in other areas of Oakland County had been
subdivided prior to 1936, but mainly by land speculators
who anticipated future building. Senator James Couzens
and the New Dealers paved the way for modern
residential development, but “Westacres was the first in
which one company designed, platted, built and sold the
properties.”

From the Desk of GWBHS President Buzz Brown
History Matters: Westacres subdivision and Federal stimulus programs

Three generations of Westacres residents – Shown at
the 2006 rededication of the Westacres historical marker,
which GWBHS put up, are residents, left to right, Chase,
Charlie and Chuck Augenbaugh.

The self-sufficient, weekend farmer

Clearly, the Westacres subdivision brought about the
township’s first intensive residential development project
and also gave rise to a new phenomenon that would prove
popular, successful, and long-lasting in the Oakland
County community:  the weekend farmer.

Oakland Housing, Inc., was formed in 1935 as the
development’s real estate agent. The nonprofit benevolent
corporation would carry out four related purposes:  “To
construct well-built, low-cost houses for industrial
workmen within the annual income range of $1,200 to
$1,800, who are subject to seasonal unemployment;
provide a large enough lot for each house so that the
owner may grow a sufficient quantity of vegetables to
supply his own family; encourage with loans the residents
of the project to engage in enterprises developed upon the
corporation’s property which will enable them to make
supplemental earnings during periods of unemployment or
after hours; and, to assist the residents in a sound and
satisfying development of their communal life.”

According to an original brochure provided to prospective
buyers and obtained from original Westacres resident
Hugh H. Benninger, the realty agents specifically sought
out potential buyers who could and would cultivate the soil
to produce adequate vegetables to supply the families
year-round, and also provide supplemental income to the
factory workers.



Membership Application
Greater West Bloomfield Historical Society

Senior $15 Individual $20
Family $30 Premier $50
Patron/Business$100 Life $600

Name:_______________________________

Address:______________________________

City/State:____________________________

Zip: _______Phone:___________________

Email: _______________________________
Membership year extends

from October to September.
Please make checks payable to GWBHS

and mail to the address
on the back of this newsletter.
Thank you for your support!
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2009 Membership Climbs
The 2009 GWBHS membership drive was “extremely
successful,” according to Membership Chair Laurie Perry.
Membership now tops the 100 mark at 102, an increase
of three per cent, while the Patron/Business category
doubled from eight to l6 memberships.

“We are grateful for our members’ generosity that is vital
to keeping our historical society thriving,” said
Membership Chair Laurie Perry. “Our members realize
that ‘History Matters’ with our emphasis on local, easy-to-
access programs, most offered at no cost to participants.”

Adult volunteers needed
Docents-in-training for Sunday Museum Open Houses:
Call Betty Bradbury, 248-626-2510.

Apple Island Tours, May 16 & 17:  Island docents,
museum docents, children’s craft activities, dock greeters
on the island, registration:  Call Gina Gregory, 248-661-
5345.

Still, the whole Westacres project may have never been
launched if Michigan’s U.S. Senator James J. Couzens
had not pledged his support—and his $550,000.   Many
of President Roosevelt’s New Deal projects did not sit
well with Couzens; he viewed them more as mere social
welfare programs rather than as economic development
programs. However, the subsistence homestead projects
of the New Deal housing program did intrigue Couzens,
primarily because of their similarity to a housing plan he
had previously considered, along with Henry Ford, for the
Dearborn area.

Thrift gardens at each homesite

Emma Genevieve Gillette, a famous Midwestern
landscape architect, was recruited by President Roosevelt
and Senator Couzens to implement the plan for the 874-
acre site. Gillette was intrigued with its platted , rectilinear
street plan, featuring two rolls of widely spaced houses at
the front of long, narrow lots. She saw the possibility for
each homeowner to enjoy a large backyard and additional
room for a thrift garden in the back. Each family had
enough land to raise fruits, vegetables and poultry for its
own consumption.

Also in her design was room for recreation areas, a
school, community building and stores. Gillette and R.D
Baker, project engineer, worked together to make the
engineering and landscape development compatible,
including the dredging of the nearby lake, where the rich
muck was spread over the poor soil. She chose a variety
of tree plantings, selected and placed plantings for the thrift
gardens in the rear of each lot, and even established a
cooperative on-site nursery. So many people wanted to
see the progress of the project that a chain link fence had
to be erected to prevent vandalism.

Westacres a success

The Westacres development was clearly a success. By
1937, the community had 84 school-age children attending
the local Union Lake School, while the neighbors banded
together to form a civic association that held as its chief
concern the beautification of Westacres. In its early years,
Westacres residents worked together to make the
development a nearly self-sufficient community. Local
organizations included the fire department, Boy Scouts, a
cooperative store, the Westacres Credit Union, Blue
Birds, Camp Fire Girls, Westacres Community
Association, Child Study Clubs I and II, the Westacres
branch of the public library, Sunday School classes, and a
sewing club, most of which merged in 1943 to become
Westacres Activities Association, with Harold Welch
serving as president, with dues of fifty cents per month.
The community also supported its own newspaper, The
Westacres Weekly.

Reserved group tours to be available
GWBHS will begin offering reserved tours of local historic
sites for groups this summer.

Led by GWBHS docents, these tours, which carry varying
fees, include tours of Apple Island, the Orchard Lake
Museum and Michigan Military Academy .

Those interested in these tours should call Sebrina Borth at
248-922-1647.
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“Trash to Treasures” Rummage Sale at Orchard Lake Museum

Orchard Lake Museum News ….
Changing exhibits

From now on, new exhibits will debut at each month’s
Open House – generally the second Sunday from 1 to 4
p.m., according to Museum Collection Chair Bill McIsaac.
Upcoming themes, including Firefighters, Patriotism and
Made in Michigan: Transportation, are featured in the
newsletter’s Calendar of Events and on www.gwbhs.com.

Showcase your own collection at the museum

Do you have a collection of your own?  If so, the museum
would like to host you at a future Open House. By doing
so, you could educate others on the importance of your
own collection as well as open up potential new leads for
yourself. Please contact Mr. McIsaac at 248-682-5804
or kbboathouse@sbcglobal.net for further details.

Wanted for the museum

Contact Mr. McIsaac (see above) if you have any of these
items to contribute to the museum. These items can be
loaned or donated to the Historical Society. Photos can be
scanned and returned to the owner.
• Vintage wood water skis for summer display
• Small toy box or copper container for children’s toys
• Antique flags for July 4th display
• Antique or vintage photos of the Greater West

Bloomfield area

Two “new” maps on sale at museum
and www.gwbhs.com

The original four-color map was hand-drawn in the l950s
by General Frederick Strong, Jr., husband of Marjorie
Ward Strong, the last private owner of Apple Island. A
surveyor by trade, General Strong was contracted by the
Ward real estate group to create a map identifying areas of
Orchard Lake and West Bloomfield to show development
and areas to be left natural. The four-foot-square map is
only $10.

The circa 1930s
Grand Trunk Railroad
station map also shows
the Detroit Urban
Railroad (D.U.R.) light
rail system two-mile
section on either side
of St. Mary’s. This
gold-toned
reproduction of the
original hand-drawn
map is 12 inches by 24
inches and $40.

Items – and helpers -- needed for June sale

Thursday, June 25   9 a.m. – 4 p.m.
Friday, June 26   9 a.m. – 4 p.m.
Saturday, June 27  9 a.m. – noon

GWBHS is moving the Society’s annual Rummage Sale to
June in hopes of getting more items to sell and making
more money than last September, announced Co-chairs
Betty Bradbury and Sue Williams.

“Our goal is $1,000 for Society program,” said Mrs.
Williams. “Someone’s trash is another person’s treasure,
and this not only is a fundraiser but also is recycling
working on a person-to-person level.”

“We also need volunteers for pricing and to work during
the sale,” Mrs. Bradbury added. Potential volunteers
should call her at 248-626-2510.

Contributions of household items, furniture, working
appliances, linens, books, toys and sports equipment –
clean and in good condition – are needed. No clothing or
TVs and other electric and electronic items will be
accepted and no pickups are available.

For large or valuable items that need immediate storage
and for those wanting receipts, please call Mrs. Bradbury
at 248-626-2510.

Drop-off times are:

• Sunday, June 14, 1 to 4 p.m. during the Open House.
• Monday, June 15, to Wednesday, June 24, on the

covered front porch facing Orchard Lake Road.

Photo by Eric Lazarus



CALENDAR OF EVENTS APRIL — SEPTEMBER 2009
All events take place at the Orchard Lake Museum unless otherwise noted.

Debut of “When we were on the right track” Sunday, April 26, 1 – 4 p.m.
Markers, West Bloomfield Nature Trail,
Orchard Lake Rd & CVS north to Sylvan Lake
Museum Open House

Friends of Apple Island Spring Forum Wednesday, April 29, 7 p.m.
Orchard Lake Community Church, Presbyterian
5171 Commerce Road, Orchard Lake 48324

GWBHS Board of Directors meeting Wednesday, May 6, 1 – 4 p.m.

Michigan Week Breakfast, Friday, May 8, 7:15 a.m.
Shenandoah Country Club

Apple Island Tours Saturday, May 16, noon – 4 p.m.
Sunday, May 17, noon – 3 p.m.

Special GWBHS Membership Meeting Wednesday, June 3, 7 p.m.
for Election of Board of Directors for 2009-10

Sylvan Lake Garden Club Plant Exchange Saturday, June 6, 10 a.m. - noon
Memorial Park, Pontiac Drive & Garland

Museum Open House - Firefighters Sunday, June 14, 1 – 4 p.m.
**Begin dropping off rummage sale items**

Sylvan Lake Home & Garden Tour Saturday, June 20, 10 – 4 p.m.
Sylvan Lake City Hall, 1820 Inverness www.sylvantour.com

“Trash to Treasures” Rummage Sale Thursday, June 25, 9 a.m. – 4 p.m.
Friday, June 26, 9 a.m. – 4 p.m.
Saturday, June 27, 9 a.m. – noon

Museum Open House -- Patriotism Sunday, July 14, 1 – 4 p.m.

GWBHS Board of Directors meeting Wednesday, August 5, 7 p.m.

Museum Open House – Made in Michigan: TransportationSunday, August 9, 1 – 4 p.m.

Gino’s Pre-Cruise Monday, August 10, 5 p.m.
Gino’s Restaurant, Keego Harbor

Sylvan Lake Garden Club Ice Cream Social Thursday, August 20, 6 – 8 p.m.
Sylvan Lake Community Center, 2456 Pontiac Dr.

GWBHS 35th Anniversary – Sunday, September 13, 1 – 4 p.m.
Apple Pie & Ice Cream Social
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GWBHS
3951 Orchard Lake Road
P.O. Box 253055
West Bloomfield, MI  48325
www.gwbhs.com

Museum: 248-682-2279
On Orchard Lake Rd. at Long Lake Rd.

Board of Directors
Betty Bradbury - Corresponding Secretary

& Orchard Lake Rep.
Buzz Brown - President & Webmaster
Catherine Cangany
Gina Gregory - Recording Secretary, Store and West Bloomfield Rep
Cara Kazanowski - Vice President & Newsletter Editor
Merrill Miller - Researcher
Laurie Perry - Keego Harbor Rep.
Helen Jane Peters - Historian & Sylvan Lake Rep.
Nancy Salo - Treasurer
Sue Williams - Programs
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Dale Kutchey shows Zachary Bryce (left) of West Bloomfield
and Drew Gordon of Rochester Hills an 1812 Marine
Corps enlisted man’s cap from his nationally renown
collection of military uniforms, swords, muskets and rifles,
and early Marine Corps hats from the War of 1812 to pre-
World War I. The two boys were among 50 enthusiasts at
the March 8 “History Matters” event sponsored by
GWBHS at the West Bloomfield Township Main Library.

March 8 Military Memorabilia programSports exhibit at March 8
museum open house

The Orchard Lake Museum’s first themed Open House was
a success, with “more attendees, more exposure and more
new memberships sold than usual,” according to Museum
Collections Chair Bill McIsaac. The sports exhibit sparked
conversations about Michigan Military Academy graduate
Edgar R. Burroughs, author of the Tarzan books, as well as
Hurd Manufacturing of Detroit, producers of highly regarded
fishing rods from the 1940s. View exhibit at www.gwbhs.com


