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Welcome!  The Huron City Museums proudly presents its own interactive website!  You will find lots of interesting information, history and announcements here.  We cordially invite you to become a Friend of the Huron City Museums to help support our meritorious mission and to participate in our programs and research.  You can become a member and sign up for our email newsletter right here!
 


 INCLUDEPICTURE "C:\\My Documents\\My Webs\\HCM testweb\\images\\bd14655_.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


Take a virtual tour of the Huron City Museums
Learn about the history of Huron City and vicinity
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Plan a wedding at the Huron City Church
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Sign up for membership
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Support the Huron City Museums
 

Newsflash:
 
The Huron City Museums announce new hours and a longer tour season for 2003!  The museums will open in June for Memorial Day weekend and will remain available for tours through September.  This will make the museums available for school field trips, bus tours, senior citizen and handicapped groups, as well as more vacation travelers and history buffs.  Call (989) 428-4123 and ask for rates and details.  Bring your group to the Huron City Museums!
 

Events 2003: along with our 13th annual SAWMILL DAY on August 18, we are pleased to announce that our traditional RED LETTER DAY fundraising event will be presented on July 28.  On June 21, we will premiere PIONEER DAY, celebrating the accomplishments of the early settlers and pioneer founders of Huron County.  Stay tuned for more information on these special events.

CONTACT or POSTOFFICE page

Our contact information:
Huron City Museums
7995 Pioneer Drive
Port Austin, Michigan 48467
(989) 428-4123
(866) 284-2843
Guestbook@HuronCityMuseums.org



Kindly fill out the form below to be added to our guest list.  You will receive email alerts when interesting new information is added to our site.  Or CLICK HERE to become a member of the Friends of the Huron City Museums. 


The Huron City Museums are owned and operated by the William Lyon Phelps Foundation, a private, charitable, tax exempt organization founded in 1947 by Charles A. Parcells, Sr. (1888-1948) to commemorate the teaching, writings and life of Yale professor of English, William Lyon Phelps (1865-1943).  The foundation is dedicated to educational and charitable purposes.
Mission of the Museums:
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The Huron City Museums exist to preserve, display and present the buildings, collections and grounds of Huron City village and the House of Seven Gables as historical museums, which are open to the public for tours, groups and community events.
Profile:
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 A board of three trustees directs The William Lyon Phelps Foundation and Huron City Museums.  The museum staff includes a Director of Programs, a Curator, seasonal tour guides and a maintenance team. 
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Members of the Association of Small Foundations, Museum Association, Chamber of Commerce, etc etc. 

Huron City History
The history of Huron City can be divided into three parts: 
· The Lumbering Era
· The Phelps Era
· The Museum Era
The Lumbering Era 1837-1881
On January 26, 1837, Michigan entered the Union.  

In 1840, Langdon Hubbard (1816-1892) aged 24, his brother Watson and cousin R. B. came to Michigan  from Connecticut to seek their fortunes as lumbermen and businessmen in the brand new State.  They established their company, R. B. Hubbard & Co. in Lexington in Sanilac County, the lower part of the “Thumb” of Michigan where there was a lumbering boom in progress. They obtained property and timberland in Lexington, MI; Sandusky, OH; and in North Carolina.  The company prospered as they acquired land, produced and sold their lumber.  They owned and operated a large sawmill in Sandusky, Ohio where much of their timber was sent to be cut into lumber.  Among their many and ambitious projects, they built a dock at Lexington to facilitate shipment of their lumber to market.

The Hubbards had been in Sanilac County for about 16 years when they began to acquire land interests at Willow Creek at the tip of the Thumb.  They were not the first to arrive there.  Many years before any permanent settlement was formed, the present site of the village of Huron City was occupied by fishermen.  In 1837 Theodore Luce erected a sawmill on Willow Creek, the Indian name of which is Wet-to-bee-wok. The river was vital to the lumbering operations, so that the settlement there became known simply as Willow.  Later Mr. Brakeman, of Port Huron bought the mill and after operating a year or two sold it to Dowling & Forbes, also of Port Huron, and they in turn, sold to R. B. Hubbard & Co. in 1856.  

In 1854 the head of the steamship lines Captain Ebenezer Ward had been so impressed with young Langdon that he made him a gift of $500 and five years of free ship passage.  So it was Langdon Hubbard who went to Willow Creek to manage the operation of this new acquisition.  He traveled by ship, since there were no roads at that time, and he had the advantage of Captain Ward’s gift of free passage.  

Langdon built a half-mile long dock at the mouth of Willow Creek at a cost of $10,000 to compensate for the lack of a natural harbor, a failing that had hampered the success of lumbering operations in the region before Langdon came there.  He built roads into the interior, not just for transportation, but also to claim the land.  Now he could harvest the vast stands of huge Michigan White Pine and hardwood forests and get the lumber to market with great efficiency.  The White Pine grew to be 6’ to 8’ in diameter and 120’ tall. The lumbermen took only the best 80% of the tree and left the rest. One large tree provided enough lumber to build five average sized homes.  There was a worldwide demand for lumber and an eager market.

Langdon settled at Willow Creek around 1855.  He built his home there, calling it Forestview because of its commanding view of the forest.  Lake Huron lay out of sight beyond the woods.  At that time Huron Township embraced the whole county so that Willow was practically the county seat, since it had the largest population of any of the towns.  It led the county in self-government by act of the state legislature, April 20, 1855.  Willow became known as Huron City in 1861. In a letter to his sister Susan dated March 30, 1862, Langdon wrote:

Now many of you will be ready to come out and live with me and see how lumbermen fare. My house is now done except plastering and painting… We sold 8 million shingles and 5 million lumber last year.
During those early years in Huron City, Langdon bought the claim of George S. Lester, which included land at Huron City. The Lesters had come from Penn Yan, NY.  Langdon married George’s niece Amanda in April, 1862.  Langdon was 46 and Amanda was 20 when they married and began to raise their family.

Their son Frank was born in 1863, daughter Annabel in 1864 and son Richard in 1866.  Langdon was an industrious husband who provided a fine home for his wife and three small children, but life was not easy in the harsh wilderness of that time. After Richard’s birth, Amanda became ill, so Langdon’s sister, Jeanette, came from Connecticut to help care for the children.  In October of 1867, Amanda died, only 26 years old and leaving three small children.  Langdon never remarried.  Jeanette stayed on to help Langdon with the household and the children.  

During the 1860’s Langdon’s sawmills had gained prominence for their capacity to produce large amounts of lumber.  By 1870 the mills were producing 20,000 board feet per day. The sawmills stood on the banks of Willow Creek, just south of the Pioneer Drive bridge.

Langdon Hubbard made a success of his lumbering operations. During the winter when the ground was frozen, the trees were cut in the forests surrounding Huron City and in the spring the logs were floated down Willow Creek to the sawmill.  The creek swelled to a rushing river with the spring thaw and the water level and flow were controlled by a series of cofferdams, making it possible to run the logs down to the mills.  The Huron City sawmills cut the logs into lumber, which was transported on mule team rail wagons to the ships at the end of the Hubbard dock, extending a half-mile into Lake Huron, where it was loaded onto ships for transport.    

In 1871, a great forest fire ravaged Huron County and burned Huron City to the ground.  The forest fires of '71 found the township an almost unbroken forest of very heavy timber, principally pine, hemlock, beech and maple with scattering cedar, black ash, elm and bass wood. In that fire most of the timber was killed and in the course of a few years fell in such dense masses that it was almost impossible for man or beast to pass through it. In fact fences were unnecessary except along the roads. 

The loss to R. B. Hubbard & Co. was a very heavy one. Their large warehouse on shore and another one on the dock filled with grain and lumbering supplies, the entire stock of clear lumber for the year, a large quantity of shingles and cedar posts were entirely destroyed.  The fire destroyed the mills, docks, store, and the entire village.  Langdon Hubbard’s fine home, Forestview, as well as 150 other homes in Huron City were leveled by the fire.  The fire started on the same day as the Great Chicago Fire; but the two incidents were only related by the drought conditions that existed that year.  A third great fire far worse than the other two took place in Wisconsin at the same time, but Chicago received most of the publicity, even though it was the smallest of the three fires.

The 1871 fire in Michigan was so vast that the smoke affected lake shipping. On October 2, two ships, the Montezuma and the Johnston, collided 40 miles north of Point Aux Barques in zero visibility.

Immediately after the great fire of 1871, Langdon and the firm rebuilt and continued their business until 1878, when R. B. and Watson retired from the company leaving Langdon Hubbard the sole owner of this immense business.  

At the same time, Langdon and Jeanette realized that the rigorous Michigan wilderness was not an appropriate place for the Hubbard children to be raised.  She and the children had narrowly escaped the flames of the great fire.  It had come upon them in the middle of the night, now there was no adequate school or cultural surroundings in which to give them a proper upbringing. So Jeanette took the children back to Connecticut.  Her sisters Ann and Susan also helped to raise the children.

While the Hubbard children were growing up in Connecticut, their father Langdon stayed in Huron City and rebuilt the town.  He rebuilt his house Forestview, but named it Lakeview since the forest in front of the house had disappeared and Lake Huron was now visible.

He continued to expand operations with the trees that remained.  He built a new steam-powered sawmill, shingle mill, flourmill and reconstructed the half-mile mile long dock into the lake.  Huron City grew to include stores, warehouses and many homes.   Langdon acquired about 30,000 acres of forest by buying land from veterans and via federal land grants obtained in exchange for building roads.  One of the roads he built was the sixteen-mile long Huron City Road.  The interior land was solid forest and designated “unimproved” so that building roads was a difficult undertaking.  But the effort was worthwhile since the terms of the federal land grant were that he could claim the land one mile to each side of the road he had built.

The reconstruction of the Huron City sawmills meant renewed employment for the inhabitants and financial recovery for Langdon Hubbard and his company. During the late 1870’s, Langdon achieved his previous record of 20,000 board feet per day. The wood was pine, beech, maple, ash, elm, and basswood.

Langdon’s children lived in Hartford, Connecticut with their aunts and received a very fine upbringing. In fact, they lived in the same neighborhood as Mark Twain. During this time, Frank, Annabel, and Richard (Langdon’s children) made a good friend of a boy named William Lyon (Billy) Phelps. Frank and Billy were inseparable, learning and playing together. One day when Billy and Frank were out hunting with their guns.  They crossed into Mr. Twain’s property and shot some of his prized white ducks. Twain was so angry he offered a large reward for the apprehension of these criminals.  Even many years later after Professor Billy Phelps had grown up and become a respected and beloved celebrity in his own right and had become friends with Mark Twain, he never had the nerve to confess that he had been the culprit in the duck-shooting incident.

Langdon himself was an interesting character.  Standing only about 5 feet tall, his nickname was “Stub Hubbard”. Despite his small size, he apparently had a large dose of personality. He once brought home two bear cubs for little Annabel to play with and ended up raising them himself. He kept them in the basement at the roller rink and took them out to wrestle until they were as large as he was.  Wild boars and wolves also populated the forests. First hand accounts tell of Langdon being chased through the forest by a wild boar that chased him up onto a large tree stump, and of wolves that howled the night away. 

By 1881, Langdon Hubbard’s Huron City had prospered greatly and totally recovered from the 1871 fire. But on September 5, 1881, the Great Thumb Fire, vastly worse than the ’71 fire, swept through Sanilac, Lapeer, Tuscola, and Huron Counties, burning 1.2 million acres in just five hours, killing more than 225 people and leaving thousands more homeless.  The towering fire storm overran Huron City, with everyone running for their lives to the river and lake.  Only one small farmhouse near the lakeshore was saved by the efforts of the men who threw wet blankets on the roof to keep it from catching.  It was the home of the widow of James Pottinger, who had lost his life only the previous year in a heroic life saving attempt on Lake Huron.  The first night after the fire, it was the only refuge for miles around for survivors who crowded into the little house, where Mrs. Pottinger did her best to accommodate them. Two of the only areas in Huron County that escaped both the 1871 and 1881 fires were Port Austin and Grindstone City, who took in many refugees and offered what help they could.  The Great Thumb Fire of 1881 was the first federally declared natural disaster and the first to which the fledgling American Red Cross responded.

When the fires of 1881 came along this timber was in prime condition for the great fire which in its march swept everything before it, Langdon Hubbard alone lost $250,000 in this conflagration. 

The fire ended Langdon Hubbard’s lumbering trade.  His $8,000 home - Lakeview, 100 head of cattle, the dock and everything else he owned were destroyed.  Langdon had lost an estimated total of $250,000 in the two great fires.  Surveying the blackened ruins, Langdon said, “Well the ground is left.  The fire cannot take away the soil.  I will build again.”  With his accustomed energy, he set to work, immediately rebuilt his store and also a flouring mill, saw mill, shingle mill, blacksmith shop and several other business enterprises of the village besides giving his attention to farming.  With a post office, general store, a rooming house and mills, Huron City was well equipped to serve the northern county farmer.  However, most of the inhabitants moved away, so that Huron City never regained its former prominence or population.

The Phelps Era 1892-1939
Langdon rebuilt Lakeview, but as a more modest farmhouse style wooden home “to burn,” as he put it.  The Hubbard children, Frank, Annabel and Richard, now grown up, returned home from Connecticut to live with their father in 1882 and 1884.  Billy Phelps’ had become a close friend of Frank Hubbard when they were boys in Connecticut.  As a close family friend, he came to Huron City to visit the Hubbards during his summer vacations from college.  Billy described his first impression of Huron City in his tribute to Langdon on September 2, 1916:

When I first came here in 1883, stepping off the steamer at the end of the new pier, I realized what the pioneers of Huron County had suffered.  For miles and miles along the shore I had seen from the deck of the steamer what appeared to be millions of black telegraph poles – they were the remains of the splendid pine forests.  It was an unspeakably mournful and desolate picture...
In 1886, Langdon doubled the size of his house to accommodate the children and their guests. This addition included the double parlors and the rooms above.  For entertainment, he also built a roller rink next door to the general store on the river for roller skating parties, dances and balls.  It had a hardwood floor that was kept smooth with a heavy grindstone pulled across it by a horse team in leather boots.  Rink Huronia became a great local attraction.

Meanwhile, Langdon and Frank began to sell off the former timber acreage to immigrant farmers and former employees. It was very difficult to claim the land for farming because it was full of tree stumps and rocks, so it sold inexpensively at about $5 to $15 an acre. Even at such low prices, many could not afford to pay for it and needed credit.

Father and son went into business together.  Frank established several banks around the county, which extended credit to land buyers.  The banks were established in Sandusky, Kinde, Sebewaing, Pigeon, Elkton, Palms, Bad Axe and Kilmanagh.

The only robbery to be recorded in Huron City took place during another of Billy’s visits in 1885.  Frank Hubbard and Billy Phelps were at the general store post office when a man, armed with a gun and a handkerchief over his face, came in and demanded the money in the strong box.  Frustrated that only $18.00 was in the till, he demanded Billy and Frank’s watches at gunpoint. About a year later, the robber was caught in Caseville, prosecuted and condemned to serve twenty years in jail.  Post office robbery is a federal offense.  Billy’s watch was returned to him.  Dr. Phelps later wrote that this incident was the most fearful of his life.

By the late 1880’s, Frank Hubbard had established himself as one of the most prominent bankers in Michigan. The Hubbards sold off most of their 30,000 acres and kept expanding their banking business. Meanwhile, William Lyon Phelps completed graduate studies and became an instructor of English literature at Yale University. He earned his masters degree at Harvard and his PhD at Yale. Annabel continued to live year-round in Huron City with her father at Lakeview, running her father’s household and helping out with the business. Langdon’s third child, Richard, earned a law degree from the University of Michigan in 1890.  He later traveled the world extensively, sending presents to his sister Annabel from the many far away places he visited. 

In the summer of 1892, Langdon Hubbard died at the age of seventy-six. Annabel and Billy had planned to be married that year, so there was some discussion about postponing the wedding for a year of mourning.  But the wedding took place on December 21, 1892 in the double parlor of Lakeview.  Billy and Frank now had a lifelong tie as best friends and brothers-in-law.

Frank Hubbard married Elizabeth Lockwood in 1893.  Frank had met Elizabeth when she came from Connecticut to visit her grandparents, the Ayers of Port Austin.  After they were married, they built a comfortable house there (today it is the Adult Daycare Center), near the Ayers home (today a B&B called the Captain’s Inn), so that Elizabeth could be near them.  They had three children, Carolyn (1894), Annabel (1898) and Frank Langdon (1900).  Frank Hubbard bought one of the first automobiles in the county which Elizabeth called his “toy.”  But he could drive the 9 miles to Huron City from Port Austin in only 22 minutes!

Billy and Annabel lived in New Haven CT, where Billy taught English Literature at Yale.  They kept Lakeview as their summer home calling it Seven Gables after Hawthorne’s story, The House of Seven Gables.  They returned to Huron City each summer to live at Seven Gables from 1893 until 1938.

William Lyon Phelps’ career was a long and distinguished one.  He began as a young and dynamic instructor at Yale in 1890’s.  He was very athletic and played the then brand new game of baseball.  He also loved golf and lawn tennis.  He studied the works of novelists such as Tolstoy and Turgenev, and in his first year as a Yale instructor, offered a course in modern novels.  This course got attention from the international press, which did not endear him to his tenured Yale peers.  This was the first time the name William Lyon Phelps became widely known.  The young instructor agreed to give up the course for a few years since the media attention was unwelcome to the University.  Instead he taught it outside the official curriculum by popular demand of his students.  When the attention had died down, he was appointed Lampson Professor of English Literature at Yale.  His lecture courses became the most popular and well attended on campus and his school spirit at sporting events was infectious.

William Lyon Phelps became known throughout the world as a leading literary scholar, educator, author, book critic and preacher.  He was an engaging and incandescent orator who drew large audiences wherever he spoke.  He lectured on the famous Townhall Lecture circuit nationwide.  In the summer of 1922, the pastor of the Huron City Methodist Episcopal Church asked him to preach there regularly during the summer.  He had already been preaching there on occasion, but now his Sunday afternoon services began to attract such large numbers of people that the little church was expanded twice, in 1925 and again in 1929, to accommodate the crowds.  Frank Hubbard and his wife Elizabeth made contributions to the church, which made the new construction possible.  

At the height of Billy’s popularity, between 800 and 1,000 people attended his summer services at Huron City. Billy wrote in his autobiography that the pews would seat 600 people and an additional 400 people could be seated using folding chairs. Some first hand accounts tell of overflow crowds who would sit outside the packed church, listening through the windows.

In 1938, LIFE Magazine sent a reporter and photographer to Huron City to do a portrait of the man they considered to be "America's foremost promoter of the humanities."  (LIFE - December 5, 1938 edition)  This article and photos are a priceless documentation of the Phelps' Huron City lifestyle.  In March of the following year, Phelps' beloved wife and lifelong companion Annabel passed away following a stroke.  Billy Phelps returned to Huron City that summer for a final visit, but the memories of his wife Annabel were too strong.  He met with his niece, Carolyn Hubbard Parcells and asked her to take the house, since she would inherit it later.  William Lyon Phelps lived in New Haven until his death in 1943.

The Museum Era 1951-Present
In 1951, a small museum at Huron City was opened to the public to house and display Prof. William Lyon Phelps' library and archive, along with artifacts and memorabilia of Huron City history.   Over the following years, founder Carolyn Hubbard Parcells Lucas and her husband Russell H. Lucas added buildings and displays to the museum.  First, the 1837 LaGassa log cabin was moved from its location in the garden of Seven Gables and set down next door to the museum.  The Huron City Church and property was added next.  The General Store and Community House were restored and put on display so that the museum was now a museum village.

In 1964, the building which had been the United States Life Saving Station #2 became available.  Mrs. Lucas acquired it at auction and had it moved from its original location next to the Point aux Barques lighthouse to its present location in the museum village.  It was furnished with artifacts donated by the family of Captain Oliver and a special display of Life Saving Service artifacts on loan from Ted Richardson.  In 1976, Mrs. Lucas was awarded a certificate of appreciation from the United States Coast Guard for preserving the station and presenting its history to the public.

In 1987, Mrs. Lucas passed away, aged 92.  She left the House of Seven Gables to the William Lyon Phelps Foundation to become a permanent display of the museums.  Today the Huron City Museums welcome thousands of visitors each year and host events for the community.

