
	 Just north of Opdyke on the east side of 
Woodward stands a resilient but neglected piece 
of our history.  An amazing fieldstone wall, 
hundreds of feet long; easy to see, but also easy 
to miss in our rush to get to our destinations.
	 Fieldstone was a nuisance for farmers seeking 
to expand their land under cultivation, and only 
once laboriously removed from farmers’ fields 
could it be used for construction, and to mark 
boundaries and retain soil. This beautiful stone 
wall was originally part of Stonycroft Farm, the 
“summer home” (oh, more on this soon!) of an 
early, important resident, Charles Stinchfield, and 
his family.  
	 Initially named Tanglewood, the name of “The Farm” was changed to 
Stonycroft around 1900, presumably because it reminded the family of the hard-
scrabble ground of Maine where the family was originally from.  Old photos also 
show long stone walls bounding their “Rosy Patch” behind the house, and their 
porch embellished with massive cut fieldstone pillars.  Stinchfield’s stone walls, 
in place by 1900 appear to precede those at Cranbrook, which were reportedly 
installed around 1910.  In other communities, stone walls have been known to 
be added to the National Register of Historic Places.  I am on a mission now!
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A Beautiful Wall: 

Original Entrance to Stonycroft Farm

Preservation Bloomfield - 
Our Partner in Local History

We are working with our sister organization, 
Preservation Bloomfield (whose board has 
representatives from the Bloomfield Historical 
Society, Bloomfield Hills Schools, Bloomfield 
Township and the City of Bloomfield Hills –
affectionately known as the “4-B’s”) to 
continue to engage the community and 
spread our love of local history and 
preservation. Preservation Bloomfield owns 
the Benjamin-Barton house and Craig log 
cabin located at the Bowers School Farm. 
We are helping to plan events to educate 
and raise awareness and funds.  Stay tuned 
for more information and let us know if you’d 
like to volunteer!

FROM THE EDITOR
HELP US SPREAD THE 
LOVE OF HISTORY!      

By Katie Kiyo
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  
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What is the connection between the George P. Way Elementary School on W. Long Lake Rd., 
the former Will-O-Way Theatre, and the Willow-O-Way Estates Subdivision?

info@answers
SOCIETY MEMBER JOHN MARSHALL TACKLES QUESTIONS YOU ASKED

Introduction
	 Will-O-Way Theatre, the George P. Way Elementary School, 
Willoway Estates Subdivision, the Willoway Condominiums, and 
Willoway Place condominium complex are all located in the 
southeast corner of the intersection of W. Long Lake Rd. and 
Telegraph Rd.  They all derive their names from George P. Way 
(1857 – 1919).  Way was born in England and immigrated to 
Detroit via Canada in 1886 with his Canadian born wife, Frances 
and their only child, daughter Treesa.

	 George worked in the emerging 
automobile industry, and was an inventor, 
developing an artificial eardrum that he 
patented and began to market in 1910.  
His wife, Frances, was one of the first 
female physicians in Michigan and became 
a specialist in treating hearing disorders. 
	 George and Frances invested in 100 
acres of land in Bloomfield Township in 
1908 at Long Lake Rd and what would 
become Telegraph.  For many years this 
land was a very large apple orchard.

Apple Orchard to Theater
	 In 1909, the Ways’ daughter Treesa  married physician Dr. 
William O. Merrill and had five children.  George P. Way died in 
1919 followed by Frances in 1931. The first mention of the name 
Will-O-Way was in a Free Press article about a sledding party at 

QUESTION:

the property in 1930.  The 1940 census shows Treesa and 
William Merrill and their children living at 785 W Long Lake 
Rd.  They both had a strong interest in the theater and were 
involved with the Bonstelle Group in Detroit.  The couple 
began using the apple barn on the property to stage 
theatrical productions.  

The Willow-O-Way Apprentice Theatre – 
Celia Merrill and William W. Merrill (1940 – 1987)
	 Two of Treesa’s children, Celia and William, were also very 
active in theater.  They participated in plays produced by 
Treesa in the old barn at Will-O-Way in the 1930s.  Celia 
attended Michigan State College (now MSU) and also Julliard 
School in New York.  In 1940, Celia and Bill Merrill were 
the prime movers in expanding the Will-O-Way Theatre’s 
influence in the area when they founded the Will-O-Way 
Playhouse and Apprentice Theatre.  The Apprentice Theatre 
provided training in all areas of theatrical production to young 
aspiring students. It was in operation from 1940 through 
1987, when it finally ceased operation.  During those almost 
fifty years, training was provided for over 1,000 students.  Bill 
Merrill was the director of the operation and Celia was the 
primary artistic leader.  Their mother, Treesa Merrill, was also 
one of those providing training, even though wheelchair 
bound from 1954 -1966 after a car accident.
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Birmingham Eccentric 

	 After 144 years, the Birmingham Eccentric newspaper is 
ceasing print publication.  The Birmingham Eccentric was first 
published on May 2, 1878, by George H. Mitchell and 
Almeron Whitehead on equipment set up in Whitehead’s
bedroom.  At the time, the paper cost two cents and 
published “local items of importance occurring in Birmingham 
and immediate vicinity.”  The name “Eccentric” was chosen by 
a unanimous vote of the “Eccentric Club” a small local club that 
Mitchell and Whitehead belonged too. The name “Eccentric 
Club” was itself a literary reference to a club of the same name 
in Jules Verne’s novel “Around the World in Eighty Days”.  
The Birmingham Eccentric published its last paper edition on 
December 4th of 2022.  New Birmingham Eccentric coverage 
will still be available online, at hometownlife.com.
	 The Birmingham Eccentric almost ended publication at 

Front page of the Birmingham Eccentric, February 1883 from the archives 
at the Bloomfield Township Public Library.  https://archive.btpl.org/

least once before.  In 2009, Gannet Co. Inc., which now owns the 
Birmingham Eccentric had planned to stop print publication of 
the paper along with several other local publications including 
the West Bloomfield Eccentric, The Southfield Eccentric and the 
Troy Eccentric due to decreasing subscription and advertising 
revenue.  The local community rallied however, and saved 
the Birmingham Eccentric by raising awareness and selling 
subscriptions.  Consumer feedback also prompted the paper to 
reduce state and national reporting in favor of local stories. 
      Those wishing to view past editions of the Birmingham 
Eccentric can find them digitized at the Bloomfield Township 
Public Library’s online archives (archive.btpl.org)  Bloomfield 
area local news and events are still covered in print by the 
Birmingham-Bloomfield Eagle newspaper and the Downtown 
newsmagazine.

For more than 15 years, Lanie has served as a director of the 
Society Board. She recently retired from her directorship and 
has moved east to be near her family.  Lanie and her late 
husband John called Bloomfield Township home for many 
years and she developed a strong connection to the local 
history of our community. Lanie brought her unique 
perspective on our local architecture which had been 
sparked by her father Claire Ditchy, FAIA, a noted architect 
and past president of AIA (see Legacy Fall 2011). She helped 

John Marshall on the research for their book Century Houses: 
Bloomfield Township which can be found in the Local History 
Collection at BTPL. As one of the early volunteers working to 
transfer the Eccentric from microfilm to on-line digital images, 
Lanie had great fun finding snippets from the past to include in 
Legacy for the amusement of our readers. Thank you, Lanie for 
the many contributions you have made to sharing Bloomfield’s 
history. We all will miss you!

Lanie Tobin Retires 
from Board



(Continued from page 2)

Prominent Patrons and Performers – 
Mr. and Mrs. Henry Ford and Lily Tomlin 
	 Many prominent people supported Will-O-Way by becoming patrons, including Col. 
Edwin S. George, Henry S. Booth and Mr. and Mrs. Henry Ford.  A number of actors who 
later became very prominent in stage and movies performed at the Will-O-Way Theatre over 
the years.  Some of the names that appeared in newspaper articles about the theatre were: 
Basil Rathbone, Melvin Douglas, Jackie Cooper, Lucille Ball, Vincent Price, Ilka Chase, and 
Lily Tomlin.

Challenges Along the Way
	 From insufferably hot weather in the early 1950s that caused ticket sales to drop, to the 
challenges of building a new playhouse in 1958, keeping the theater a going concern was 
not easy.  A fire in 1966 destroyed the original apple barn along with many costumes, props 
and memorabilia kept there.  Treesa Merrill died that same year. The “stagflation” economy 
of the late 1970s led to a near default on a $141,000 loan, but a group of alumni came to 
the rescue with a fund-raiser.   
	 In 1980, the Will-O-Way Theater moved into Birmingham and finally closed in 1987, the 
year before Celia Merrill Turner died.

Final Evolution of George P. Way’s 100 Acres 
The breakup of the original Way estate began in 1959 with the sale of the 20 acre 
parcel on the east side of the estate to the Bloomfield Hills School District.  In 1967, 
the George P. Way Elementary School officially opened its doors, named for the 
patriarch of this very theatrical family.

The strip of property along Telegraph Rd south of W. Long Lake Rd. was sold for 
commercial use.

Willoway Estates, a subdivision of 44 residential lots was platted by the family in 1965.  
Two condominium developments were the next to get some of the Way property – 
Devon Square and Willoway Condominiums about 1970.

And finally, in the early 1980s, the site of the Willow-O-Way Playhouse and the family 
home became the Willoway Place condominiums.  This completed the breakup of the 
original Way Estate.
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