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A request to members:

Memories,
light the corners of my mind…..
When the Eccentric ran a special edition in 1953
celebrating its 75th year of publication it asked readers
what they recalled about growing up in Bloomfield.
Martie Sly, the same age as the Eccentric, recalled,
among other things, going to school at what is now the
restored Historic Wing Lake Schoolhouse.
May. 1953
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I Remember —1
*Stift.% Martie Sly. 593 S.
"Attending Wing Lake
school. just across the road from
our farm—the land that my grandfather. Charles Sly, bought from
the _government in 1S24.
"My mother useti to pack a little
red lunch box for trio because I
wanted to carry a lunch just like
the rest of the pupils. But 1 ate the
lunch during recess time and then
would go home at noon end eat
another lunch.
"There were about 25 pupils in
the Wing Lake school when I attended it and Myra Covert Bassett
- Ethel Bassett's mother—was one
of my teachers.
•
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'I Remember,
Says Edwin O'Neal. 583 Madison:
"That there wasn't a cement sidewalk in town when I first came
hero—ail board walks. One of my
jobs on the village council was to
check them. Frank Hagerman and
I used to walk all over the village
on the board walks just to see if
there were any loose boards that
would ay up and trip people."

How about you? We’d like to start a column from

Legacy readers that shares memorable times – good, bad
and/or funny – about life here.
Send them to us: info@bloomfieldhistoricalsociety.org.
Or drop them off at the Library Welcome Desk.
We’ll post them on our website as well at
www.bloomfieldhistoricalsociety.org.
Page 1

Bloomfield
Historical Society
founded in 2004
Fall 2014
Volume 9 Issue 2

There’s no place like Home
This summer reinforced that adage (no Ruby Slippers needed) as
descendants of several of Bloomfield’s early families “came home.”
That was especially good news because history is, when you get right
down to it, stories about people. Sure, there are the cold facts
contained in a census or death certificate but it’s so important to
know why people were on line 49 in dwelling number 127 in the
Census for 1850. Who was the non-family member listed? Whatever
happened to the 6-year-old who then wasn't in the 1860 Census?
That’s where we hope to find the kind of stories that are beginning to
surface.
The first to be found were Benjamins – as in
Benjamin-Barton House. James Darwin Benjamin
built the classic, yet simple, Greek Revival
farmhouse on the hundred-plus acres he acquired
in Bloomfield in the early 1840s.
One branch of the family tree:
In doing additional research on James Darwin
Benjamin (most in the family called him
“Darwin”) we came across an old post on one of
the Ancestry.com message boards. One of the answers came from a
descendant who said she was the
great-great-granddaughter of
Darwin’s daughter Augusta. Since
the post was from 2003 we didn’t
pin much hope on it – but we
sent a note anyway to the Augusta
descendant… and she wrote back
to us – from Grand Blanc!
Another branch:
She then emailed a cousin who
Shirley Miller, Michelle Grey,
actually lives in Bloomfield –
Royce Benjamin
and, it turns out, has known
Bloomfield Historical president
Pam Carmichael for years but who hadn’t
connected the Benjamin dots. The cousin is
INSIDE
a descendant of Darwin’s brother Montville.
info@...
Dots connected:
Augusta’s g-g-granddaughter, her mother
(the g-granddaughter) and Montville’s
Bloomfield g-g-grandson all held a family
reunion of sorts at the old home place one
afternoon this summer. We tagged along.

FIRE!!

(Home Continued on page 3)
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info@ answers

Society Member John Marshall tackles questions you ask.

Weren’t There Two Huge Manor House Fires?
Background:
In the 1920s many prosperous Detroit businessmen purchased large tracts of what had
been farmland in Bloomfield Township and constructed large estates, often as their
summer residences. These estates usually contained a manor house supported by a
number of out-buildings often including a stable, caretaker’s house, ice house, etc. Two of
these country estates were located in the area of E. Long Lake Road, Squirrel Road and
Eastways Rd.:
Francis Palms’ Eastway Farms :
contained 122 acres on the west side of Eastways Rd. south of Square Lake Rd.
Otto Kern’s Westview :
was built on 105 acres on the west side of Squirrel Rd. north of Long Lake Rd.
Both estate houses burned to the ground in spectacular fires in the 1950s. The land of all of
these estates has been platted into residential subdivisions.
Eastway Farms, a 25-room three-story mansion was completely destroyed by a wind-swept fire.
The origin was undetermined. Seven fire trucks from four local fire departments came to the
scene (Bloomfield Township, Bloomfield Hills, Bloomfield Village, and Cranbrook). Damage to the
House was estimated at $250,000 and $100,000 in furnishings. Only $75,000 was covered by
insurance.
The fire was particularly difficult to fight due to strong winds and a shortage of water. The water
carried by the trucks was soon used up and water was then pumped up hill from a small stream
which was eventually pumped dry.

After the fire Mrs. Francis (Emeline) Palms
moved into the smaller mid-19th century
farmhouse on their property that was originally used by the Palms family for their
country place before they built the manor house. This farmhouse still exits on the
south side of Square Lake Road near the entrance to The Heathers. A smaller
house was eventually built on the location of the estate house by John Palms, son of
Francis Palms. It still stands today. The 122 acres Palms estate is now Crofton,
Foxhall, North Bloomfield Hills, and Eastways Farm.
Francis Palms’ Eastway Farms before fire

Taken in part from the Birmingham Eccentric, 4 October 1951 (available online at www.BTPL.org):

Eastway Farms burns

What was once the beautiful Westview Mansion of Otto Kern on East Long Lake, Bloomfield township now
stands like an empty burned pie crust shell. The twenty-room, 40 year old, $100,000 manor house of Otto
Kern, owner of the Ernst Kern department store in Detroit was used primarily by the Kerns on weekends to
entertain their 10 grandchildren. The only person living in the mansion at the time of the fire was
housekeeper, 70 year old Mrs. Clara Brown. When she discovered the fire (9:00 am) on the second floor she
first called the Birmingham Fire Department and was told to call the Bloomfield Hills Fire Department which
recognized that the Kern property was located in the Township, not “The Hills.” They called the Township for
Mrs. Brown and the trucks arrived about 9:20 am to be greeted by an inferno.
Joining in to help the Township crew were the Bloomfield Hills and Troy Township fire Departments. By the
time the fire was brought under control at 10:45 am, the entire north wing, roof and second floor
were beyond repair. The caretaker Jack Oddy and several neighbors were able to remove most of
the furnishings from the first floor. However, many valuable photographs, antiques and albums had
been stored on the 2nd floor and were lost.

Fire Ruins
Otto Kern
Residence

Initially, Kern family representatives said that the family would rebuild on the site.
However, this did not happen. Then in the late 1970s the barn and other supporting
buildings were demolished and the property was turned into a couple of subdivisions:
Bloomfield Hills Estates, and Hidden Pines.
Taken in part from the Birmingham Eccentric 23 June 1955 (available online at www.BTPL.org):
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Westview

From 1927 Judson Bradway Co.,
Driving Map
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(Home continued from page 1)

Then Benjamin family history began unrolling at a rapid pace. The Benjamins are from a long, well-documented line (going back to the
Massachusetts Bay Colony in the early 1600s) of intelligent (“a tradition says that he brought a fine library from England”) and, well,
prolific folks (many, including James Darwin’s father, James Darius, had more than 10 children.)
A comprehensive history of the Benjamins recounted a story of Darwin’s father and his mother, Sally Spear, as they
pioneered in DeRuyter, Madison County, New York:
“The indomitable 15 year old Sally kept her first home in the DeRuyter
wilderness and began raising her wonderful family of 13 [children] to
grow to man and womanhood: upright, forceful people. They nearly all
lived to be over 80 years of age and their descendants scattered widely,
many living in New York state and Michigan.”

The Michigan Benjamins were great proponents of family reunions. According to the minutes of their 1916 reunion :
“Darwin was the first [of seven of his siblings who followed him] to venture into the wilds of Michigan and
… journeyed west, encountering all the difficulties and hardships of the early pioneer. He finally arrived and
settled on a piece of wild land near Pontiac which he cleared up, built a beautiful home and remained
there the remainder of his life.”
This further confirms our understanding that Darwin built the farmhouse.
His marriage to Clarinda Kneeland produced two daughters, Augusta and Della. Finding Augusta’s g-g-granddaughter, along with her
voluminous Benjamin family history, continues to unroll a much better understanding of family life in early Bloomfield.
Then there are the Palms.
One of the homes we’ve been documenting as a part of our Centennial Homes project was recently purchased by new members of
Bloomfield Historical. Hoping to learn more about the history of the house, we asked Dave Eicher, our webmaster, to put us in touch
with his friend, the son of a previous owner. Matt Williams and his brothers now have shared some of the story of the family. They’re
descendants of Francis Palms, known in Detroit at the time as “one of the largest landowners in the country”
In Bloomfield, Matt’s great grandmother Emeline Palms bought 120 acres surrounding the Centennial Home. According to John
Williams, she “acquired the house in the 19-teens as a summer house to which to come north from her Jefferson Avenue residence.”
Great-grandma Palms then “built a large mansion on the property (which wound up burning down in the ‘50s.)” [see Info@ for more on
the fire.]
John said that he was “most interested in contributing to this noteworthy effort to understand, preserve and
restore the heritage of this home.” The stories he and his brothers have shared so far – such as the fact that great..1
1116 .4,
%kr
grandma “was an avid gardener who planted a number of tiger lilies on the property” – and the promise of more
I'
1P"-to come which we plan to share with you in a later Legacy – go a long way to help us better understand the
-0..
11
people who have helped make Bloomfield what it is today.
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Finally (at the moment anyway) there are the Hammonds
When we wrote about E.P. Hammond in the 2014 Spring issue of Legacy we
had no idea that the article would “find its way to southern California, Utah
and Wyoming, where our family has scattered to over the years,” emailed Rick
Hammond, a grandson of E.P. “Thanks for the article. It was both
informative and brought back a number of memories.”
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Bloomfield
Historical Society
The Bloomfield Historical
Society is dedicated to
fostering an appreciation of
the rich history of the
Bloomfield area by
identifying, promoting and
conserving our heritage.
We encourage research to
educate and engage all
generations.
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Congressman William (Bill) Broomfield R MI served residents of
Bloomfield in Washington from 1957 through 1993. At the time of his
retirement he was ranking member of the House Committee on Foreign
Affairs. But there’s a lot more than a recitation of facts to Bill Broomfield.
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That’s why Bloomfield Historical Board member Joan Case has made sure
that the Library has a copy of Bill’s Super Service on the shelves in the Local
History Room. Joan is a family friend and knows the author, Nancy
Broomfield Aiken through family connections. The title of the book refers
not only to Broomfield’s legendary constituent relations but to his first
entrepreneurial experience when he was 23 – an abandoned service station
that in three years he had expanded to include a strip mall with several
businesses. An interesting man and an interesting read.

Bill’s relives history
Famed local restaurateur Bill Roberts has opened
his signature offering, Bill’s, on the site of the old
Fox and Hounds – with a little help from
Bloomfield Historical. A number of photos from
the Society’s collection join others from the
Cranbrook archives to create the atmosphere of a
club “where everybody knows your name.”
Roberts has made a generous contribution to the
Society which will help further our mission of
preserving, and sharing, as much as possible of our
Bloomfield history.

Sadly, Robin

McLaurin Williams, 63, died recently of an apparent suicide in California.

Williams was the son of a regional sales manager for Ford Motor
Company’s Lincoln-Mercury Division. The family spent several years
here living in Bloomfield Hills, in Stonycroft, a lovely old residence I
have written about in the past.
Williams remembered Stonycroft as “a giant, beautiful old mansion,
with a gatehouse, an empty garage with room for 25 cars, barns, and
there was a very wonderful old English man who looked after the
gardens.” Stonycroft, located on the northeast corner of Opdyke and
Woodward was an early country estate built in 1896 by Charles
Stinchfield. Williams went on to describe Stonycroft as “so
wonderful, so peaceful. There was no one for miles around. Only
this giant golf course with people named Tad whacking the old ball.”
At Stonycroft, Williams’ mother reported that Robin had the entire third floor to
himself, where he put thousands of toy soldiers in those rooms, carefully divided
according to period. It was also at Stonycroft that Robin spent time in his room
with a tape recorder, perfecting his early comedy routines.
A student at Detroit Country Day, it was reported that Williams excelled in
school, and was on the school’s soccer and wrestling teams, and also became class
president. Williams’ history teacher and wrestling coach, John Campbell, was
reported to have been projected into his portrayal of his English teacher in the
movie, Dead Poets Society.
Katie Kiyo

www.bloomfieldhistoricalsociety.org
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