
	 Business owners and residents of Bloomfield Village can rest assured in 
the knowledge that their community is protected by two fire departments, 
the Bloomfield Township Fire Department and the Bloomfield Village Fire 
Department.  The Bloomfield Village Fire Department (BVFD) has operated 
continuously since 1942 and is comprised of mostly volunteer members.  The 
BVFD volunteers are highly competent and professional and pass the same 
rigorous examinations as paid firefighting staff.  The department trains monthly 
and I was able to attend one of these training recently.  Everyone I met was 
helpful, friendly, and very proud of the heritage and history of the department.  
	 The BVFD currently has 16 total members, including Chief Geoff Hockman, 
Lieutenant Mike Cummings and Lieutenant Ron Nancarrow.  At the November 
training I attended, Ron Nancarrow demonstrated the departments new 
automated external defibrillator (AED) equipment.  In addition to the firefighters, 
the training was attended by members of the Bloomfield Village Police 
Department who wanted to be familiar with the new equipment.  The AED 
training was extensive and informative, the firefighters and police spent close to 
an hour asking questions and discussing possible scenarios.
	 After the training was complete, the firefighters showed me a trove of photos 
and documents related to the department, with some dating all the way to the 
creation of the BVFD.   The department also graciously gave me a detailed 
explanation of the creation and history of the BVFD.
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Bloomfield Village Fire Department -
Over 80 Years of Community Service

Time Flies When You’re Having Fun!
It’s hard believe our 20th anniversary is this 
spring!  We are very grateful for your support, 
and are looking forward to many more years 
of sharing our local history findings with you.  
Many of our founding board members are still 
actively serving, and our newer board 
members are bringing new energy and ideas 
to the Society. It is a pleasure to serve you!

It’s been a while since we held a photo call.  
Do you have any old photographs of the 
Bloomfield area you’d like to share with us?  
Maybe some memorabilia such as old 
postcards, matchbooks, menus, newspapers, 
etc?  Let us know.  Contact us at: 
info@bloomfieldhistoricalsociety.org.  
We’d like to take a look!

Just a reminder that our student essay contest 
deadline is coming up at the end of March.  
The contest is open to high school 
sophomores, juniors and seniors and should 
be 900 to 1200 words long.  For complete 
details, see the Essay Contest link on our 
website homepage.  The winners will be 
announced in April.

FROM THE EDITOR
HELP US SPREAD THE LOVE OF HISTORY! 

By Charles Marion

If you’re reading this newsletter, then we 
know you love local history like we do!  
Help us spread that interest to other 
members of the community.  If you have 
friends or neighbors who might be 
interested have them contact us. We’ll 
send them a copy of this newsletter and 
a membership form. 

info@bloomfieldhistoricalsociety.org  

1956 GM 6x6 Chassis



cemetery across the lake. In addition to the Society in Ponti-
ac, Rev. Woolley would serve the Universalists in: Bloomfield 
Township, Franklin, Birmingham, Troy, Waterford, Walled Lake, 
Livonia, Farmington, and even in Macomb County.

The Death of Rev. E.M.
Woolley: For many years, even 
before moving to Michigan, 
Rev. Woolley suffered from 
various forms of ill health. On 
January 8, 1853 he preached his 
last sermon. The next day he 
took to his bed and four months 
later he died on May 4, 1853.

Finding the Monument to Rev. Woolley (2013): Seven years 
after his initial query, David returned to Bloomfield with new 
information. We met with him in the historic Elmwood 
Cemetery in Detroit - not at Gilbert Lake in Bloomfield! 
Finally, we had found our answer. We stood before the 
monument marking the burial site of the Reverand Edward Mott 
Woolley and read the epitaph that he had written for himself.  

An interesting connection: Rev. Woolley officiated at the 
marriage of James D. Benjamín and Clarinda Kneeland on 
9 December 1846. The couple made their home on a 100-acre 
farm on then Bloomfield Center Road. Their house, now called 
the Benjamin-Barton House was moved to the Bowers School 
Farm in 2008.  Both James and Clarinda had originally come 
from NY, not far from the area where Rev. Woolley had served 
for many years.                       
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info@answers
SOCIETY MEMBER JOHN MARSHALL TACKLES QUESTIONS YOU ASKED

In 2006 David Woolley from Orchard Park, NY reached out asking 
if we could possibly identify the location where his ancestor, the 
Rev. Woolley, was buried when he died here in 1853.  David had 
discovered an excellent clue from the Memoir of Edward Mott 
Woolley by his daughter, Fidelia Woolley Gillett.  In the extensive 
memoir, Fidelia quotes the Rev. Woolley as having exclaimed in 
1847 while looking from the doorway of his new dwelling place in 
Bloomfield Township: “Here I shall live, here I shall die, and there 
I shall be buried” as he pointed to a cluster of white tombstones 
together upon a little hill that was crowned with oak trees and 
whose base was washed by the waters of a shining lake. His farm, 
according to the memoir, was about 2 miles from Birmingham 
but David had been unable to find the cemetery.

Who was the Rev. Woolley: Edward M. 
Woolley was born October 31,1803 in 
Dutchess County, NY not far from 
Poughkeepsie. He attended school there 
until he was sixteen years old.  Since his 
parents were unable to provide for his fur-
ther education, he was sent to live with his 
oldest brother, Gideon, in Pleasant Valley, 
NY as his apprentice in the “shoe finishing” 

business. After this, he went to live with his brother James in 
Madison County, NY, where he continued in the shoe business.

First a Presbyterian then a Universalist:  Due to the influence of 
his brothers, Edward joined the Presbyterian Church.  But since 
two of his friends and mentors were Universalists, he began to 
learn more about their beliefs. At the age of 23 years he 
wholeheartedly espoused Universalism.  He even began 
preaching at some of their meetings. During this time he met, fell 
in love with and married Laura Smith. On August 21,1834, Edward 
was officially ordained as a Universalist minister and, after a few 
years, was called to be the pastor of the Universalist Society in 
Bridgewater, Oneida County, NY. 
 
Journey to Michigan (1847): In July 1845 Rev. Woolley heard 
from the Universalist Society in Pontiac, Michigan that they were 
seeking a pastor.  After a trial period in Pontiac, Woolley accepted 
a permanent position with the Society.  On the 10th of May 1847, 
he and Laura packed their belongings into a wagon with four of 
their six children and followed the usual migration route at that 
time from New York to Michigan. They boarded a canal boat at 
Utica for the journey across New York state via the Erie Canal to 
Buffalo where they took the Great Lakes steamship Lexington and 
traveled the length of Lake Erie to Detroit. 

The Bloomfield Years (1847-1853): Having arrived safely in 
Detroit the Woolley family then rode the new railroad to 
Birmingham. Finally, they traveled by wagon to the farm on 
Gilbert Lake and the house they were renting. It was from this 
house that Rev. Woolley could see the small pioneer 

QUESTION: CAN YOU TELL ME WHERE IN BLOOMFIELD REV. EDWARD MOTT WOOLLEY IS BURIED?

Woodley House with view of cemetery

From: Marriage Returns – Oakland County 1836 – 1884

HERE RESTS
ALL THAT WAS MORTAL

OF

REV. E. M. WOOLLEY,
AGED 49 YEARS

HE ASPIRED TO BE AN HONEST MAN, AND CLAIMED 
NOTHING MORE.

IN RELIGION, A UNIVERSALIST; HE DIED STRONG IN 
THE FAITH,

ASCRIBING GLORY TO GOD
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Bloomfield Village Fire Department  (continued)

	 Are you wondering what a “local history staple” is? Well, to 
the Society volunteers who gather materials that tell the story 
of the Bloomfield area and add them to the Local History 
Collection at the Township Public Library, “staples” are the 
foundation of this unique community resource.
	 The Harry Walsh Collection of Real Estate Files is one 
such staple.  It is also why there are two canning jars filled 
with hundreds upon hundreds of carefully “preserved”, actual 
staples.
 	 In 2004 Walsh, longtime area realtor and great friend of the 
Society, recognized the historic value in the decades of paper 
Multiple Listing System (MLS) records that were about to be 
disposed of as the real estate business transitioned to a 
computer-based system. He arranged for Hall and Hunter 
Realtors to donate their MLS files to the Society.
	 The Walsh Collection includes 47 archival boxes of 4”x8” 
sheets with information and often photos of homes listed for 

sale in the Bloomfield area prior to 
2004. Library staff organized and 
boxed the sheets alphabetically 
by street name after tech services 
Page Celeste Watts diligently 
removed each and every one of 
those staples to prevent rusting 
and staining!  
	 If you’re curious to know what 
you might learn about your home’s 
history from the archived 
Collection, Adult Services 
Department Head Laura Kraly 
suggests that anyone may call or 
stop by the desk with their street 
address for help in finding what 
might be included.

	 The BVFD was created in 1942 by Judson Bradway, the 
visionary responsible for developing Bloomfield Village.  During 
WWII the department was responsible for fighting fires and for 
civil air defense.  At the time the department was staffed by 
numerous auto industry executives.  With the executives’ 
support, the department was able to acquire a 6X6 General 
Motors truck chassis that was converted into the departments 
first fire truck nicknamed “Old Betsy”.  Old Betsy had a 
tendency to get stuck in the barn in which it was originally kept, 
so it spent much of the next 14 years parked in front of one of 
the fireman’s homes. 
	 In 1956 the department secured a new 6X6 General Motors 
chassis and Cadillac V8 engine.  The chassis was quickly 
outfitted as a ladder truck and was the crown jewel of the 
department.  It was the first ladder truck in operation locally.  
It also sported an automatic transmission and air conditioning, 
and is believed to be the first fire truck ever to be fitted with 
these amenities.  This fire truck was housed at the departments 
newly built fire house, Hacket Hall.  The flimsy barn that had 
housed Old Betsy was not an option; it had been destroyed by 
lightning in 1951.   
	 The departments current fire truck was built in 1995 and is 
meticulously maintained.  It’s outfitted to match the equipment 
used by the Bloomfield Township Fire Department to increase 
efficiency and safety.
	 The department has also upgraded its fire alert system 
several times over the years.  For a long time volunteers were 
notified of a fire by several loud pole mounted sirens.  Later the 
department got pagers and individual sirens that were so loud 
“they could wake the dead.”  Now the firefighters are notified 
by a phone app if there is an emergency.  
	 Since its inception, the BVFD has had 22 fire chiefs 
including its current Chief, Geoff Hockman.  Since its inception, 
BVFD firefighters have responded to thousands of calls.  The 
department also engages the public about fire safety at events 
like school talks and open houses.  When I inquired about fire 
prevention and safety the volunteers gave me a wealth of 

helpful tips.  They said that frequent causes of fires included oil 
soaked rags, fireplaces and fireplace ashes, contractor accidents, 
cars, and electrical wiring that doesn’t meet code.  They 
recommended checking smoke alarms frequently and keeping 
doors shut at night to prevent the spread of a fire.
	 In conversations with BVFD volunteers, their extensive 
knowledge of the department’s history and their commitment to 
the community was obvious. Their generous sharing of their time 
highlighted a proud tradition of service and a collective 
enthusiasm for shaping the future chapters of the BVFD’s remark-
able history. The entire team exudes a palpable pride in being 
part of this enduring narrative and in contributing to the ongoing 
legacy of safeguarding Bloomfield Village and its residents.

Ladder truck converted from 1956 GM 6x6 Chassis

Local History Staple? Thanks Harry Walsh! 
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“Buildings are the most tangible evidence of a culture. Whether grand or 
humble, all structures yield information about the builders, the owners, 
and the communities in which they were built.”

      At the Bowers School Farm, the Craig Log 
Cabin, the Benjamin-Barton House and the barn 
behind it continue to “yield information” about 
Bloomfield. Frequent visitors to the Farm quickly 
become familiar with the history of these tangible 
structures. What many regulars may miss amid 
the excitement of the cabin, the farmhouse and 
the barn, however, is the root cellar, nestled into 
the hillside where the log cabin now sits. Since 
it is so easily overlooked, its history is mostly 
known through stories passed along by the farm’s 
previous residents, its current caretakers and our 
Society historians.

       The root cellar was most likely constructed around the 1910s, carved into the land around 
the same time that the barn was being built a few dozen yards away. Below an outcropping of 
vines and spreading branches, the red doors of the impressive cellar open to a virtual under-
ground barn with enough room to store the harvested crops. A simple but essential part of 
farms and homesteads, the root cellar is an ancestor to our refrigerators. Using natural 
thermoregulation, the cellar maintains steady temperatures throughout the seasons to 
prevent food from spoiling or freezing. A full root cellar would have provided great comfort 
to the early families who lived on the farm, promising food and security through the harsh 
cold seasons. 
       Food storage is not the only service that the Bowers root cellar has supplied. In the 1950s, 
when the farm was in the hands of the Dowling and Kemp families, the root cellar was being 
used as a car garage. A 1954 story in the Detroit Free Press mentions the grassy hill that 
houses the cellar being a cherished space for the children to play. 
       When the Bartley family moved onto the farm in the mid-1960s, shortly after the height 
of the Cold War, the family referred to the root cellar as a bomb shelter. Over the last century, 
the root cellar has provided comfort and solace to farm families in troubling times, whether its 
walls were lined with food for the winter or not. 
        Today, Bowers Farm continues to grow produce, but its harvest is now kept in a walk-in 
cooler. The root cellar itself is now home to many of the tools that keep a busy Bowers 
School Farm operating every day, and also serves as a potential shelter during dangerous 
weather. For more than a century its humble presence has continued to serve the farm and 
its community.

Editor’s note:  A new Master Site Plan is currently being developed to guide the farm into the 
future. Perhaps there will be a possibility to return the root cellar to a more traditional use and 
tie its story more closely to the Benjamin-Barton house and to Bloomfield’s agrarian past. 
We will be interested to see. 

 - Lydia Virzi

100 Year Old Root Cellar Has Had Many Uses 


