“Michigan Was The Place For Us”

Philena (Chapman) Ansley, 1869

“In the year 1831, when the Michigan fever was carrying off hundreds to that country, my husband and myself, then residing in Pennsylvania, caught the raging epidemic. Being young, and possessing a good share of firmness connected with more than common constitutions, we made up our minds that Michigan was the place for us. Having both lost our parents when quite young, we were left with no other fortune than to earn our bread by the sweat of our brow. Having been married only three years, our capital, of course, was very small. We made a vendue and sold all our household furniture, excepting a little salt dish and a few bed clothes. We were carried away with the idea of moving to the far West, we scarcely thought but what the comforts and conveniences of life were the abundant products of that much-extolled Eldorado. Two small trunks, a chest of carpenter’s tools, and a little daughter ten months old, and three hundred dollars in money, constituted our earthly all. The third day of June, we had everything arranged for our departure and now, dear reader, if you ever gave the parting hand to beloved brothers and sisters, friends and acquaintance, and bade adieu to the home and scenes of your youth, your imagination can better paint the anguish of my heart than I can describe it with my pen. We hired a teamster to convey us one hundred miles. We then took the steamboat across Cayuga Lake.
“Not being used to traveling, we saw many things to divert our minds, and call our thoughts from those we left behind. Having friends in Scottsville, N.Y., we spent a week there very pleasantly. We attended meeting while we were there, and heard a very deep and interesting discourse by the Reverend Mr. Cheeseman. Little did we think it would be the last we should hear for a year to come. Having visited our friends in that place, we set out once more on our westward journey. On the 19th of the same month, we arrived at Detroit, and if ever I was thankful for victuals and drink it was then. As we knew nothing of the situation of the country, only what we had read and heard we knew not what course to take; but it was our good fortune to form an acquaintance with a gentleman by the name of Guernsey. He had traveled as far west as Battle Creek, and selected a farm near that place. He liked the country very much, and advised us to go in that direction. Having the appearance of a man who could be relied on, we concluded to follow his advice. We had no conveyance of our own, and there being at that time no stage route in that direction, we were obliged to accept of any conveyance we could find. As we had but little with us, my husband made a bargain with a man who was moving to that part of the country to carry our trunks. I was to ride when convenient, and he was to proceed on foot. On these conditions we left Detroit, with hopes of soon beholding the beautiful plains that had been pictured to us in such high colors; but as we advanced, were greatly disappointed in the appearance of the country. The roads were bad, the water poor, and the land was not much better. My child was quite unwell, and I was compelled to walk from three to five miles at a time and carry her. The weather was very warm, and not being used to poor, hard water, it will not be wondered at that my thoughts would revert to the pure, cold, soft water of my former pleasant home. But this did not discourage us, as we had made up our minds to go ahead until we found a place that suited us.

“The second evening after leaving Detroit, we arrived at Ann Arbor, a very pleasant place, and beautifully located; but we did not like the country around it. After remaining here for two days to rest, we started again and traveled about  five miles to a place called Thorny Creek. My husband did not think it best for me to accompany him any farther until he should find a location. We accordingly rented a small house, or rather a part of one, as there were two families already living in it; but it was the best we could do. Calhoun County had been very highly recommended to us, and my husband determined to see it before making a purchase; he therefore set out on his journey , leaving me to enjoy my new home the best way I could. The prospect of ease and comfort was not very flattering, I assure you. There were nineteen of us huddled together in a little log cabin with only one place to set up a bed, and that was given to the eldest, of course, leaving the rest of us to select the softest planks, upstairs or down, as we might prefer.

“Having but little household furniture among us, we were obliged to be neighborly, and had some, if not all, things common. A long board laid across some barrels supplied us with a table large enough for about one half of the company at a time. We had to go nearly half a mile to do the most of our baking, and about the same distance for water. I began to think that if this was life in the West, it was not very desirable, to say the least. But, notwithstanding the many inconveniences we were subjected to it had its bright side, and we had an interesting time of it in trying to do without things to do with.

“My husband had the good fortune to find a location that suited him, and made a purchase, and returned home without any accident. It was now about the 20th of July, and we immediately commenced making preparation to go to our permanent home in Calhoun County. We were obliged to go to Ann Arbor to purchase some provisions and articles for house-keeping, as the reader will remember we brought nothing with us. We had no team of our own, and could not get one where we were, we therefore set out on foot, intending to get one at Ann Arbor to bring our purchases back with us. We had not accomplished more than half our journey when my husband was taken with the fever and ague, and was obliged to lie down by the roadside and wait the approach of some person with a team, or until he should be able to proceed on foot. The weather was very warm, and my babe troublesome, and I was compelled to carry her the rest of the way in my arms, as my husband was only able to drag himself along with great difficulty, and when we arrived at our destination, he had to go to bed, leaving me to do  the shopping alone. When night came, I was sick and tired enough to go to bed; but we had to return that night. By this time my husband had so far recovered that he was able to get about, and soon succeeded in hiring a team to carry us home. It was now quite dark, and we had to ride five miles over bad roads behind an ox team. I had such a violent pain in my head and chest that it seemed to me I should never live to get home, and when we did get there, how unlike the home we had been accustomed to. We found no kind hand to administer to our wants, nor comfortable bed on which to repose our weary limbs; but such as it was, we were thankful for it, and found the old adage true that “home is home be it ever so homely”.
“The time had now arrived when we must set out again on our westward journey. We hired a man with a breaking-up team and plow to carry us to our new home, and say and do some breaking for us. At that early day there were no crossways, and but few bridges, so that we were compelled to ford the streams and wade the marshes which were in our way.
“The country appeared more pleasant as we proceeded on our journey; but we were not as yet smitten with its beauty. Four o’clock in the afternoon of the first day, brought us within three miles of Grass Lake, now called Leoni. Here we found our progress impeded by quite an extensive marsh which looked like anything but driving loaded wagons over it; but as it lay in our way, and we had no inclination to turn back, nor to go around, we attempted to ford it. We had not made more than half the distance across it when we were brought up standing, or rather sticking, in the mud. There was a man in our company with his goods and family, ten in number, who had made a location adjoining ours. Thinking to lighten the loads, we all got off and waded through, and happily escaped the venomous fangs of massaugers, with which the swamps were then so thickly infested. After lighting up, our teamsters hitched four yokes of cattle to the end of the tongue of the foremost wagon, thinking to bring it out; but did not succeed. Totally unconscious of how far we were from human habitation, or assistance, 8 o’clock in the evening found our teams mud bound, and ourselves perched upon high ground, with our garments wet and bedrabbled with the moistened soil of Michigan.

“The monotony of our situation was broken occasionally by the howl of a hungry wolf, or the shriek of some startled night bird. We had about made up our minds to camp where we were for the night, when, to our great joy, we beheld a man approaching with three yokes of cattle. We were not long in procuring his assistance to help us out of our difficulty. They hitched the seven yokes of cattle to the end of the wagon tongue, which brought those in front on hard ground; by this means our wagons were soon brought out. It was now quite late; but we were soon loaded up and on the move again, and reached the Grass Lake House between ten and eleven o’clock, very much fatigued. After taking some refreshments, we retired to rest, and when the morning light dawned upon us, we found that ‘nature’s sweet restorer, balmy sleep,’ had restored us to our wonted vigor. We set out on our journey again with new courage; but before nine o’clock we found ourselves stationary in the mud again, and had to go half a mile for assistance. With the assistance obtained, we were soon on terra firma, and by twelve o’clock, reached the small village of Jacksonburg, and put up at a hotel kept by a man by the name of Blackman. Here we were treated very kindly, and regaled ourselves with green peas and new potatoes for dinner, the first of the season for us, which was quite a treat. Our next obstruction was Sandstone Creek, which was not bridged. We had to drive into the creek and then follow up stream a considerable distance before we could effect a crossing.

“We staid that night at Roberts’ tavern, and the next day took dinner at Blashfield’s tavern, situated in a very pleasant place. If I remember rightly, there were but three houses at that time between Jackson and Marengo. We intended to camp out that night, as we considered the distance too great to drive through. We thought of pitching our test at the forks of the river, since called Abbott’s stand, but when we arrived there, to our great astonishment, we found it already occupied by a party of Indians with their dogs and guns, pappooses and ponies, strewn over the ground in every direction. As it was a beautiful moonlight evening, we concluded to go as far as Squire Neal’s, which was the first and only house at that time in Marengo . When we arrived there, I thought it the most beautiful place I ever beheld. The moon shed her silvery light over a vast plain, covered with flowers tinged with every hue, with here and there a stately hickory extending its beautiful branches, as if to invite the weary traveler to rest in its luxuriant shade. A field of corn in front of the house, rustling its green foliage in the cool breeze of evening, rendered the scene still more delightful. The family treated us with as much hospitality as their circumstances would admit of.  As there was no floor in the house, we spread our bedclothes on the sand, to rest for the night, and cooked our breakfast the next morning by the side of a log.
“We were now within two miles of our place of destination, and I was very anxious to see it. One or two hours’ travel brought us to the spot we could call our home. Home it was, but our habitation was the sky above and the earth beneath, carpeted with nature’s green, interspersed with beautiful flowers. We soon were busily engaged unloading our things, pitching our tents, cooking dinner, etc. Mr. Kimball pitched his tent some four or five rods from us, which seemed quite neighborly. Our tent was composed of two sheets over head with bushes set up all around the sides, except a small opening for the door, which we closed with a table-cloth.

“We lived in this manner for three weeks before our house was ready to move into. We had but little room, and needed less, as our stock of personal property was very limited. We had one cow, which, if she was not ‘in clover,’ fared sumptuously every day on the fine grass that grew so abundantly all about us. Our flour barrel served us for a cupboard, our tool chest for a table, and two small trunks for seats. Four small forks driven into the ground with poles across, covered with our wagon boards, composed our bedstead. Our bed, when made up, looked as though an elephant had stepped on it. We had pillow-cases and ticks, but nothing to fill them with, as there had been no grain raised in the country, and, consequently, no straw was to be had. Could we have been favored with air-tight ticks, we should have resorted to the expedient of blowing them up, for the sake of looks, if nothing else, so anxious were we to make a respectable appearance. But our pride was forced to yield to our poverty, and we had to wait until an oak tree could be felled, and the leaves dried, which made a very good bed and pillows. This was laid aside for hay; and the hay in turn gave place to straw, which we raised the coming season. It proved to be a very wet time while tenting out, and we were favored with a shower nearly every day and night.
“Persons of inquiring minds may wonder how we managed, with our frail covering, to keep our goods and baby dry. For the information of such, I would say that our tent leaked very badly, and our clothing and bedding were often wet, but soon dried when the sun shone; and, fortunately for us, the finish on our furniture was waterproof. As for the baby, when it rained too hard, we put her under the wash-tub until the shower was over. My husband, being expert in the use of tools, by industry and perseverance succeeded in getting up our house, and finishing it so that we could move into it on the twenty-fifth of August, just three weeks from the time we arrived. It is true there was no chimney nor chamber floor in it; but we had a good shingle roof, a floor below, and a door made from hewed planks, which was quite an improvement on the cotton-covered house we vacated, and a better house than there was in the whole village of Marshall, as there were none there that could boast of a floor until my husband hewed the timber for that purpose.
“Our house was situated in a delightful hickory grove, with beautiful surroundings. When I first beheld it, the poetic spirit was stirred within me, and I was led to exclaim: “We have found a place in the green wood shade, That Nature on purpose for us hath made.”
“We were very thankful that we had been so highly favored, and began to feel that we were getting up in the world. We were the owners of one hundred and sixty acres of land, with a house erected on it, one cow, a barrel of flour, a little hay put up, and five acres of wheat on the ground, besides a few articles of housekeeping, such as we could not do without, and , very few would have been willing to do with.

“Mr. Hurd and Charles D. Smith rode over from Marshall, and made us a visit. They were the first men who called on us in the county, and we were very glad to make their acquaintance, as neighbors were at that time few and far between.

“The falling of the leaves and the shortening of the days reminded us that it was time to prepare for winter. Our bread-stuff was nearly all gone, and a supply could not be obtained nearer than fifty miles; but as this was the best that could be done, and we could not live without bread, my husband and Mr. Kimball started for the mill, to obtain a supply. They had to ford the Kalamazoo twice, and ferry it once in an Indian canoe, taking their wagon apart, and conveying one wheel across at a time. The journey was performed in eleven days without accident.

“It was now the eleventh of November, and we had done but little to make our house comfortable for winter. We went to work to finish our chimney, and had just completed it when it commenced snowing, and we did not see the ground again until January. We were at this time out of groceries of every kind, except pepper and salt; and what was still worse, we were nearly out of money; but we had started out with a determination to make the best of everything, and when we had neither fish, flesh, nor fowl, potatoes, nor milk, we ate our bread alone with thankfulness. We had cranberries plenty, which we had obtained of the Indians, but they were not very palatable without sweetening. Mr. Dowling, one of our neighbors, remarked that he had eaten them so long without sugar that his teeth seemed longer than usual. Our nearest market town was Ann Arbor, distant sixty-five miles, and my husband concluded to go there and replenish our stock of provisions.

“As our circumstances required us to use the most rigid economy, I thought I would bake him a loaf of bread to carry with him for lunch. We had to do all our baking in what was then called a bake-kettle, and this had to be rubbed with butter, lard, or grease of some kind, in order to get the loaf out without breaking to pieces. These articles had all disappeared, and I was for a while at a loss to know what to do; but I remembered that my husband had saved a deer’s leg in order to get the marrow to oil his gun, and having sold his gun, had no further use for it. I took the marrow, and greased my kettle with it, and my loaf came out beautifully, and I felt quite proud of my achievement.

“The next morning my husband started with the oxen and sleigh for Ann Arbor. He was gone about one week, and got along without accident until within three miles of home, when one of his oxen gave out, and could go no further. He turned him out and took the end of the yoke himself, and reached home about eleven o’clock at night, tired and hungry. The ox left by the wayside died, and we sold the other, which left us without a team.
“The winter soon passed away, and the time of the singing of birds came, and with it came work on our farm. We had none of our land inclosed; and, in order to secure our wheat crop, it must be fenced. We were in a close place – without a team, or means to get one. It is said that ‘necessity is the mother of invention,’ and it did not fail us in this instance. My husband felled a large oak tree, and sawed off some wheels, and made a wagon upon which we together could draw ten rails at a time by both pulling one way, which all married people should do. In this manner we drew the rails, and fenced a field of twenty acres.

“Mr. Neal, Mr. Ames, and my husband, procured their seed potatoes this season by making a canoe on the Rice Creek, and going with it to Kalamazoo, where a Mr. Bronson had raised some to sell. They boated them up the Kalamazoo in their canoe, which took them about five days. We were now well provided for, and prospects ahead were hopeful. Providence smiled upon our labors, and our fields yielded their increase.

“It was in this manner that the early settlement of our town was made, and although we had our trials and our straight places to pass through, we also had our seasons of enjoyment and pleasure; and after having overcome the obstacles in our pathway, we enjoyed fighting our battles over again on the long winter evenings around our ample firesides.”


-- From ‘Calhoun County Business Directory for 1869-70,’ E.G. Rust, Battle Creek, 1869.
