Early History of area
Only place where Thumb is a geographical term – includes Sanilac, Tuscola and Huron counties

French started exploring area in 1650’s to find a way west, went around MI to find source of Mississippi River Thumb appears on French map in 1650.
1660 maps show French traders working with Indians in area – Sauk and Fox tribes.

Adrien Jolliet sent to UP to find copper mine from Indians. Came back south via western coast of lake h. in 1669.

La Salle’s Griffin was first ship on Lake H. Father Louis Hennepin with them – 1679. Ship made it to Green Bay but vanished on return trip.

Pierre Francois Xavier Le Charlevoix wrote account of travels in MI in 1744 published in Paris

French trappers in fur trade were first until 1760 when British took over. “Coureurs de bois” were the rangers of the wood – collected furs from Indians and went by canoe to trading posts. French built fort at Port Huron to prevent English trappers going north in 1686. 

1760 British took over Detroit but did not occupy Michilimackinac until 1761. At end of Revolutionary War, ceded them to Americans but did not turn over forts in Great Lakes until 1796.

1763 – ceded to British with Treaty of Paris. Part of Colony of VA by decree of British crown at one point!

Jonathan Carver in 1766 was sent from Michilimackinac to find northwest passage and became first English speaking person to travel west of MS River

1784 – part of NW territory but British still controlled it until 1813.

1796 to 1832 – Thumb was wilderness, fur trade still big, lots of animals to trap

1796 British moved out of forts at Mackinac and Detroit with Americans taking them over

Detroit had 300 houses by 1796 

Thumb was covered in 1800 with trees and swamps, large trees – some 3’ to 5’ in diameter but reports of trees 8’ in diameter were told. Deep twilight all the time they were so thick.

In 1807 – Governor William Hull met with chiefs of tribes and they ceded land to the US Gov’t. Line from Fort Defiance OH to end of Lake Huron then to White Rock – southeastern part of the state. 

During war of 1812 – Indians hostile to whites. 1814 fort Gratiot built in Pt Huron to protect settlers and control navigation.

In 1819 – met again with Indians and they ceded large portion of land – including thumb area not covered in 1807. Signed Treaty of Saginaw. brought Indians under US authority and opened up for settling

After 1820 – peaceful relations.Sebewaing especially had a band close and they intermingled there.

Office of Indian Affairs established in 1824 to begin moving Indians west

1825 Erie Canal finished and brought more people so moved westward from Detroit and north from Ohio/Indiana territory

Lake Huron noted for its storms – in 1830 Calvin Colton made a tour of the Great Lakes and wrote that Lake Huron was beautiful in its stillness but that the lake was “doomed to fitful and terrible agitations of the sudden waking of the tempest. The greatest fury of the wide Atlantic is mere mockery to Huron’s maddest moods and roughest shapes. The most experienced mariner of the former has been filled with wonder, and stood aghast at the terrors of the latter.”

Settlement of thumb started at port huron and worked northward. Alvin Hart first in Lapeer County in 1831, Joel Carrington in Sanilac County in 1834. Great forests in beginning – hardwoods, evergreens, over 100 species. Pioneers came when still a thick forest – 125 to 170 feet tall and 2 – 5 feet in diameter Could not see the sun in some places, some trees fell creating a windfall and that was covered in moss – lots of swampy lands.
1832 finally did find source of MS River at Lake Itasca in MN 

1832-1881 – lumber was king

Had to be self-sufficient and like isolation to settle in area. Lovira and Emaline Hart settled near Tuscola in 1837. No market for spare produce so had to spin flax to make clothes. Had planted corn and potatoes, oats, buckwheat, flax, oxen, chickens, cows, made soap and sugar on the farm. Carried four bushels of corn to Sag to grind it into meal and trip took 5 days!  Spent time clearing land, spinning flax and making clothes. In 1841- Emaline died in childbirth. Also had deer mice plaque – ate up everything in 1853.also had crop damage from squirrels in the area, wolves attacked livestock.

Oliver Hazard Perry of Cleveland OH came to thumb to hunt elk in 1838. Took steamboat to Pt huron, overland transport to Black River. Took supplies to camp via sled and drawn by oxen. Saw Indians around esp Chippewa who hunted area in fall. Perry not come back til 1850. steamer to pt huron then by wagon to Lexington. No roads north of there. Did go by sailboat to just north of port Sanilac.  1852 hunted on Cass River – went down it with kill until they came to Indianfields across from Caro. Woman of the house gave them food and said Indian chief Kinne-Woop was a celebrated hunter, having killed 3 bears a few days before. In 1854 – took train from Detroit to Pontiac. Pontiac to Tuscola in a two seated horse drawn wagon. First day roads good but not on second. Next year he came back and saw 146 deer in area. Killed deer but saw many animals.

Traveling overland was difficult. Forests, swamps, marshes bad for wheels. “road bees” were held to build by hand the roads. Men liked getting together to do this to catch up on news and have fun with buddies. Removed stumps, trees and roots and filled in holes.

From 1669 to 1840 – stayed on the coast mostly, lots of explorers, missionaries and traders traveled the lakes. 
Quote on page 9 – Lansing Swan from Rochester NY – June 1841 by stagecoach to visit relatives in Kalamazoo. Journal of a Trip to Michigan in 1841 published in 1904, landscape between Ann Arbor and Kal as “the most beautiful country I ever saw, the ground all along the road richly ornamented with wild flowers and dotted with crimson by the thousands of strawberries which cover it everywhere, the road being entirely natural. Our driver with his post coach drove in the road or woods as he fancied …” At Adamsville in Cass County he “had a miserable breakfast, got up by good-looking but outrageously dirty women, who, I should think, were Hoosiers.” He concluded that “for ugly looking women Michigan assuredly excels, as well as in dirty taverns . . .”
Once steamboats came about, travel to Chicago was safer from Detroit. Trips to Mackinac and Sault became popular for everyone.

1850 – took census for first time in Huron County. 52 heads of families


4 – farmers




210 total population


6 – carpenters




132 males, 78 females


5  - professional hunters





3 – coopers


3 – lumbermen


4 – fishermen


laborers

1852 completed rails between Detroit and Chicago so not have to go around MI anymore.

Surveyors from gov’t had difficulty getting through the interior – so thick with woods and swamps and brambles. Governor at time thought it was not even worth surveying the area! In 1854 – not deemed possible to raise any crops north of Lexington.

1859 Huron County organized with courthouse in Harbor Beach (Sand Beach). Burned in 1864 along with all records. Moved to PTAS in 1865 and in 1873 needed central place so moved to Bad Axe. 

Mention 1860 census numbers for towns.

Lumber camps and mills. 1873 – 80 million board feet of lumber produced that year.

Philadelphia’s World Fair in 1876 had a 16’ x 4’ plank of wood from Verona Mills – became known as Centennial Plank.

Huron County courthouse built n 1876 in Bad Axe. Jail in 1882. Courthouse survived fire of 1881. 

From 1880’s until now – agriculture is king. Had to clear fields of rocks once fires were done.  wheat, corn, beans, oats, potatoes, sugar beets etc.

Most settlements were on the coast – travel by canoe preferred to overland travel, lakes became a barrier to interior travel. Where Sag Bay meets the Lake is also dangerous area. Rocky shores, sand ridges extend far out from shore, dangerous area of the lake

Tourism is big now – swimming, boating, water skiing, camping, picnics, pheasant hunting, duck hunting, perch and pike ice fishing, other fish in spring.

Highway 25 now follows course of early Indian trail. 

