Petroglyphs
Sanilac Stone – in Greenleaf Township near the south fork of the north branch of the Cass River

Village of Frankenmuth settled in 1845 and Lutheran missionaries preached to Indians camped along the Cass River. 

After 1845, Vassar, Caro and Cass City were built on the Cass River, with Cass City becoming the county seat.

Fire of 1871 had moved out the Indians and game but both were back by the fire of 1881.

Five families settled in area known as Holbrook (which doesn’t show on maps until late 1890’s) They settled from 1854 to 1876. There was a waterpowered sawmill built by Alexander Cleland which was lost in the 1881 fire. The town never consisted of more than a store, school, blacksmith shop, dance hall and mill. The son of Alexander Cleland, Guy, first saw the petroglyphs in 1892 when his father took him to see them. More clear than they are now. The fires cleared the brush so they could be seen. No one has heard of them before 1892.

Dates of 1492 and 1847 are engraved on nearby rocks but do not mean that white man saw them this early. 

Early men to visit the site include W. B. Hinsdale, Emerson Greenman in 1925 who made rubbings onto long strips of wrapping paper. Darrel Richards and Carl Holmquist in 1940 made a photographic survey and casts of the figures. Edward Wahla and David Kolar in 1956 and ‘57 did excavations along the stream bank and found signs of an Indian encampment with arrowheads etc. 

Cranbrook Institute of Science was there from 1940 to 1957. Paul Cooper tested site for archeological dig but did no excavation. Stanley Cain reviewed the ecological situation as background for archeological interpretation. Paul Thompson went to see if the site could be designated as a Natural Areas site. Author went to see about preservation. In 57 got a grant to survey the area and Mark Papworth and Ira Butterfield did the work – photographing at night with cross lighting.

Does not seem possible to date them. Not older than a century or two. Not as recent as first white settlement of area. Some “new” carvings have been added to site.

Dates carved into rocks cannot be trusted – no way of knowing depth and sharpness of original dates, no certainty the carvings were made in the year written, rate of weathering is subject to variables that make it difficult to evaluate. The sandstone is soft and they cannot be very old unless they were protected somehow. 

No way to date from pollen analysis, dendrochronology, or forest dev’t.

Known Indian area – artifacts found by stream but don’t know if they belong to those who made the carvings.

Guy Cleland notes that quite a few families of Ottawas camped in area each fall to trap and gather ginsing roots in1890’s. Came from further south near Caro – a place called “Indianfields”. These were friendly people but did not mention glyphs.

Train of glacier-deposited boulders was shown on geological survey of 1897! Not an “Indian wall” as many have dubbed it. Just deposited by glaciers at that point. Rocks that rolled into the crevasse as the ice sheet melted.

Glacial stream also caused pot-holes that are found in the area. Richards and Holmquist counted over 200 – some with 20” wide and 36” deep. – not Indian mortars or animal tracks as some believe.

Petroglyphs by Darrel Richards

Also called Sanilac Stone, Holbrook Petroglyphs

Some sections taken out in 1922 time frame – pic of a bear track 

Some patterns recorded here have been recorded elsewhere in the US

He worked with Carl Holmquist to trace and photograph the glyphs – afraid of the ravages of time removing them altogether if documentation was not done. 1940-41

Wahla and Kolar did discover artifacts close by – scraper, flint flakes and ovoid knife – shows aboriginal occupation of site

Rock where carvings are done is 40’ long on east/west axis and 15’ wide on north/south axis.

10 groups of figures on it:


human figures


outlines of hands and feet


zoomorphic figures


bird forms


animal tracks


simple cup sculptures


spirals


clublike elements


rakelike elements


mythical animals

Largest group and most differences is human figures – 20 diff’t examples


Bowman – large man, headdress and arm into arrow

Hands and feet are numerous – 9 of hands, 3 of feet

Theromorphic or animal figures – 15 of them, most have straight back and up tail

Birdlike cruciform figures – 11 of them, most have wings at right angle – cross looking, five of flying birds point southeast by east, 

Animal track carvings are numerous, two mall depressions with two larger elongated ones. Some in trail form – pointing in a set direction.

Series of cuplike depressions, 13 are in a continuous line across face of rock in north/south orientation

Six spiral formations – made by pecking like a series of dots – could be cloud, rain, snakes or whirlwind

Clublike formations – 5 of them, erosion may have affected original form

2 Rakelike forms may be symbols of rain or thunbderbirds or canoe with four passengers or notched rattle stick.

Mythical animals – 5 of them, all have lengthy tail, Manitou of the Chippewa had figure like this – called it Gitche-a-nah-mi-e-be-zhew = great underground wildcat. Also water panther or copper bear. Said to rule the seasons

Winnebagoes had magic medicine animal with huge tail. Menominees had white bear spirit that guarded copper deposits in Lake Superior from discovery. Silvery hair with long tail that went around the body and was made of burnished copper. Sanilac shown to be similar to these drawings

Largest drawing has eroded and cannot be interpreted. 

Cannot find any information from positional relationships – just animal in line with target of Bowman.

Similar figures on glyphs from W. VA to PA to WI to OH to CO.

An Archeological Survey of the Petroglyph Site by Mark Papworth

Debate over glyph sites have caused many rivalries, duels, broken partnerships etc. 

Sites themselves don’t reveal much. 

His work sponsored by MI Archeology Society and Cranbrook Institute of Science.

Worked with Greenman and Butterfield and Wahla

Within ½ mile of site – no evidence of village site

Did find skeletal material in abandoned gravel pit 800 yards north of rock. No artifacts around them. Found in 1910.

Many other sandstone outcroppings in area but do not have glyphs on them.

Did find what appeared to be fire cracked sandstone and chips of broken rock near the carvings. 

Made topographical map of area

Cass River low in summer but the rock may have been at the edge of River in spring when it ran full.

When set up excavation pits between rock and river, found more bits of broken rock like that near the carving – not from Indian camps.

Unlikely that any cultural materials found near the rock would have any relation to the glyphs. Would have to somehow tie them by design on each or other data gathered in past.

Nowhere north of Mexico do petroglyphs show a pictorial writing. All highly individualized drawings. Same symbol may mean different things between groups or even in same group.  Artist free to draw as he/she saw fit. Also passing of info among scholars suffers from “Rorschaching” – reading into the designs what is in fact not there.

Some say that if rocks had been covered with vegetation, the damage to them would have been worse – splitting and cracking by roots and cold, lichen damaging surface. Better to be exposed to wind and rain alone.

Paleo-Indians – ancient Indians – here long ago, have found spears pointed with fluted blades of chipped stone. Hunted mastodons, beaver, elk, deer and caribou. Mastodon remains have been found in all Thumb counties. 

Next were mound builders – prehistoric Indians – found mounds along shores of St. Clair River and Lake Huron. Skeletons found inside meant burial mounds. Necklaces, ornaments, hammers etc were found too.

Did find in Lapeer County a perforated crainia in 1934. Several skulls were found with disks removed from the back.

Sanilac petroglyphs are a puzzle. Dates range from > 1000 years to < 100. Are disappearing as a result of weathering. Mentions Darrel Richards (from other book) notes about same type designs in other areas of the country.

Ottawa, Huron=Wyandot, Potawotami, Chippewa = Ojibway all were tribes in area. 

When white man came the Chippewa were here. Moved around a lot, small bands. Hunted and fought well were goals, animals to catch and fish from lake, grew corn, squash and beans. Berries and nuts and roots – women mostly – men hunted. Built dome shaped dwellings.

