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Purpose
The purpose of a landscape history is to put a piece of land or property in context not
only with the greater community surrounding it, but also with the history that has shaped the land
until this point. From this frame, one can obtain a better understanding of why the property looks
the way it does physically, why it supports a certain community of species, or why a group of
people from the local community react in one way or another to the land. The importance of
knowing the history and the context of a piece of property cannot be understated, and it is an
exciting opportunity to move forward with various projects while having a good foundation in
the past.

Methods
Researching for an historical analysis of land is quite different from scientific research. In
obtaining data for this report I acted more like a detective than a scientist. Therefore, when I
found a clue, I followed that clue down a path of clues until it lead me to a conclusion or a dead
end. I began by looking at the public library records in Hastings. They have a beautiful and very
organized local history room that gave a lot of plat maps that I was able to use, as well as various
information on the Weeks School that was a big part of the community, even though it wasn’t on
the land that I was looking at myself. Many other leads were discovered by looking at the
information contained in the local library. I will discuss the role of the Weeks School later in the
paper.

From there, I looked at various archives throughout the state, including the State
Archives at Western Michigan University, and the archives located at Kalamazoo College, which
yielded a lot of data on Dr. H. Lewis Batts who owned the property before it was bought and
turned into Pierce Cedar Creek Institute. The archives also gave me the most complete source I
could find for obtaining data concerning the Michigan Census. Census data was very important,
particularly for the early years of the landscape history that we have a record of. The data
gathered at the time was fairly complete and gives an astounding picture of what the land was
used for and how it must have looked, which include livestock counts and harvested crop totals.
This allowed me to form a picture of what the farms in this area looked like and how they were
run.
For more recent history I was able to look at plat maps, in coordination with aerial photos
to obtain a more thorough picture of recent history. Although some of the information that I
obtained was impossible for me to acquire physically (the aerial photos were extremely
expensive) I was able to view some from as early as 1938, which allowed me to form an even
more complete picture. The oral interviews that I was able to conduct were also helpful, in that
they were able nicely rounded out the picture that had thus far been painted.
Finally, one of the most important tools that I used was my own observations of what the
land looked like today. I was able to see where highly cultivated fields had previously existed
because they had been turned into prairies. I had been able to see where previous land boundaries
were and where cattle may have been kept because of still existing fence rows. And the land
itself supports many foundations where houses were once placed. All of these tell a story. By
fitting them into the other data that I had gathered, I was able to determine what that story was
saying, a bit like a puzzle.

After I had gathered all the data that was in my means and time frame to gather, I was
able to start analyzing that data. This meant putting all the pieces of information in
chronological order and completing the story by making it cohesive and helpful for those to read
it. My results are found in the remainder of this report. My raw data is compiled in a three ring
binder which will accompany this report.
In addition, there will be several sections at the end of this report that provide details that
are not included in the main body, including an appendix with plat maps from the different time
periods discussed and a section for pictures and figures that will be mentioned or referred to
throughout the rest of the report and some that are not but are beneficial to understanding the
history given here.

The Story
Pierce Cedar Creek Institute at present embodies 661 acres of diverse habitat. Of these
acres, I closely looked at the land that included sections 19 and 30 of Baltimore township in
Barry County (please see Figure 1 for a better understanding of where this is in relation to the
state of Michigan). For the sake of space and time, I left out the area known as the Little Grand
Canyon and the property owned by Pierce Cedar Creek Institute in neighboring Hope Township
where Meadow Lodge and Hyla House are located.
According to the 1880 History of Allegan and Barry Counties, Michigan with
Illustrations and Biographical sketches of Their Prominent Men and Pioneers, the first real
written account of the natives that lived in the area was from 1671. The Ottawa and
Pottawatomie, both tribes belong to the Algonquin race, were using the land as winter grounds. It
was important that they moved in from their summer lakeside hunting and gathering grounds

because of the mass quantity of snow that fell along the lakeshore which would have made it
difficult for them to continue to hunt and survive. They were contacted by wandering French
voyageurs who passed through trapping for furs and trading with distant outposts. Mostly,
however, this land was vacant and left to its own purposes for much of the year.
Rather unfortunately for these two tribes, they sided with the French in the conflicts that
ensued between them and the British. Ultimately, the members of the tribes sought shelter in
Detroit when the violent Iroquois came through and took over the land with the British. Their
violence and thirst for land eventually left this particular part of Michigan rather vacant.
It should be noted, however, that there is some information regarding the type of
ecosystems that were in existence in this area at the time. Mostly, there were large, old growth
stands of oak and pine that rolled over the land. It is very probable that the elevated land along
the ridges found on the property to the east and north was part of these forests. They were
maintained and kept from becoming beech/maple stands by periodic burning started either by
naturally occurring phenomenon or through “prescribed” burning carried out by the Native
Americans. They were able to harvest the acorns and use their mashed flesh as flour. The
swamps have probably remained fairly unchanged since the beginning of this history.
On August 29, 1821, under the supervision of General Cass of the United States Army,
the Native American tribes of this area gave up nearly all of the lower peninsula of Michigan. In
exchange, the Ottawa were given $1,000 per year forever or $1500 for 15 years if one was
fortunate enough to be a blacksmith, teacher or farmer. The Pottawatomi were given $5,000 for
20 years or $1,000 per year for a blacksmith or teacher. The last of these two tribes were
removed from the territory in the late 1840’s under the federal government’s supervision and

placed in reservations out west. It should be noted that there were few, if any provisions for
reservations in Michigan.
What was to become Barry County was surveyed in 1826 (see Figure 2 below for the
original survey map with limited notes). This survey was the first step in a series of steps that
would ultimately lead to the formation of the crop system that most people in Michigan are
familiar with. And in order to put this into context, we need to look at the broader, national
history.
President Thomas Jefferson was elected in 1796 under many struggles that plagued the
new republic (please see Figure 3 for picture of Jefferson). None-the-less, he had many dreams
and ideas, some of which touched on agriculture. He had an idealist’s dream of the yeoman
farmer, or a man who had enough land that he could confidently support his family and provide
them with enough to eat. He decided that the best way to get land locked up in the west to the
American’s who called him president was to survey the land, split it up and box it into a “grid”
system, which was founded on the idea that the landscape was simply a blank slate on which
there only needed to be lines added. To this end he passed the Land Ordinance of 1785. Each
township in a county would be six miles by six miles, or thirty-six miles square. Within this,
each township was split up even further, into chunks of 160 acres. This was the magical number,
off which Jefferson though that any family could live. If given access to this much land settlers
would be able to support themselves and their families. The town school, city hall, etc., would be
located in the middle of the township, and the farms would ring the outside.
President Thomas Jefferson was the reason why the landscape turned out very square or
rectangular. As the surveyors flooded into Barry County in 1826 and 1827, after the Native
Americans had given up their rights to the land, they set the cornerstone for property acquisition,

which meant that each man coming in with a family would have a square of land, regardless of
natural features or the productivity capacity of the land. Shortly after, in 1830, a count of the
population of what is now Barry County revealed about 500 people living in the territory of
Barry County, though these people would not have been considered Americans at the time, since
the territory was not yet a state. They, therefore, were not under the laws of the American
government and there is little to no record of them given there were no land patents (which will
be described in depth later).
Later, there would be some obvious drawbacks in the grid system. Not all land produces
in equal quantities. For example, the land out west proved good (in anthropocentric terms) only
for grazing cattle, which required huge swaths of land, in fact, the entire width of the continent,
to prove productive. 160 acres wasn’t going to cut it out there. Another impediment to the ideal
implementation of Jefferson’s plan was the land speculators who came thorough first, often years
ahead of any settlers, bought up the juiciest pieces of land in huge quantities, and then held onto
it until the settlers came through. They then sold the property that they had acquired at
outrageous prices, well above the prices that they paid for it, thus reaping a huge profit. This
obviously limited the type of land and the amount of land that any one family could purchase.
This part of the story that helped shaped the land of Pierce Cedar Creek Institute.
When the government sold property for the first time to an American citizen, that citizen
was issued a land patent (please see Figure 4 for an example of a land patent). These land patents
are the first piece of the land ownership puzzle. The land patents that I was able to dig up showed
that Section 30 was subject to purchase from speculators. Joseph R. Williams of Lucas County,
Ohio, purchased 308.56 acres as well as many other areas throughout Barry County. Joseph
Backust and Henry B. Norton bought 310.4 acres in this same section and a vast amount of land

elsewhere. They lived in New London County, Connecticut. They purchased the land in 1836.
The rest of the settlers didn’t even start coming through until the early 1850s, a little over ten
years later, and an 1853 tax assessment shows that the speculators were still the owners of the
property. Throughout this gap, it can be safely assumed that not much happened to the property;
it was probably left until a profit could be made. It was then sold in the early 1850’s to farmers.
What is even more peculiar about the purchase of this property in 1836 is that Michigan
wasn’t even admitted into the Union as a state until 1837, which makes Michigan still a territory
at the time of purchase. It was very rare for people to purchase land when a territory had not been
admitted as a state, simply because it was too risky. In some cases, it was even illegal to do so.
Barry County, itself, doesn’t appear as a county until around 1840, and it is so new and young,
with so few people in it, that a census wasn’t even taken in the county that year. This makes the
purchase of Section 30 by American land speculators to be a very peculiar, very rare event.
By 1840, the population in Barry County and more than doubled with around 1,070
people now permanent residents of the county. Many of these are listed in the land patents,
though some of them may have already bought their land from speculators, though this is mere
conjecture. Without actual names, it would have taken more time than I had to come up with
deeds for the property, and a sum of money which I did not possess, since copies are terribly
expensive from the Deeds Office. Males far outweighed females, 601 white males to 477 white
females with little to no African American’s counted or present, probably due heavily to the lack
of slavery in this area. The 1850 census shows that the population had increased fivefold to a
little over 5,000 permanent residents, most of them farmers.
Section 19 has a much different story. It was split up rather early into very small chunks
to actual settlers, not land speculators. The land patents show that Peter L. Cain, Jesse Russell,

Amos Brewster, Solomon and Benjamin Stanton (two brothers who will be discussed in detail
shortly) were the first to purchase the property in section 19 now under ownership of PCCI from
the federal government. More than likely, they took up farming immediately, since their only
way to survive the winters was to work hard to put up food. They probably built temporary
wooden shacks that would provide them shelter. In some cases, the patents aren’t dated until
almost December. In this case, they probably stayed in town or where they were before the
purchase to wait out the winter. Some of the land was immediately cleared for farming, though
this was a very tedious, tiring and incredibly labor intensive endeavor, meaning that very small
patches were opened up at any one time.
One will note that Amos Brewster was one of the first settlers on the property. According
to a VERY inaccurate plat map of the area, he actually owned part of what is now called
Brewster Lake, after him. Today’s maps and a walk of the land show that he actually owned the
north end of the field that the Red Trail now runs through on the west side of the property. The
chunk he owned was so small that it didn’t come close to the lake. The first census taken in 1850
of Barry County and its residents show that he was 19 years old when he bought the land. He
came to New York with no profession, but became a farmer with the purchase of the land.
Unfortunately, it seems that he didn’t own the land for very long. A death certificate found in the
local library indicates that he died shortly after the purchase of the property.
A great way to get a view of the different types of farms that were thriving at this time is
to compare two farms that are close by. In this case, we have an even more unique view because
we are able to view two brother’s farms that were set side by side, but run very differently. I’m
going to start with the older of the brothers, Benjamin Stanton, who was 68 years old at the time
of the 1850 census. He was married to Mary Ellen, who was 63, and they had no children. None-

the-less, he managed to keep 35 of his total 93 acres as “improved,” meaning that he was able to
keep them in crop production. For all this land in production, though, he only harvested about
100 bushels of wheat and 110 bushels of corn. He bought his land for approximately $700 in
1849.
According to the census, Benjamin had relatively few livestock, keeping one milking
cow, four working oxen, one other cattle (probably for meat), and no sheep. What is so peculiar
is that he kept 8 pigs, probably to sell the extra pork and bacon for money. The total value of his
livestock was $100, which wasn’t bad considering the day. However, it appears that with this set
up he probably only had extra spending money from the pork he would have sold and possibly
from any extra butter he and his wife produced from the cow’s milk. Overall, this model shows a
very self sufficient farming model, with little need for outside money.
Solomon Stanton had a very different farming method, though. He was only 42 when he
bought the property next to his brother’s. His wife, Rebecca, was slightly younger at 38. But
their real asset was the fact that they had a son, who was 18 at the time of the survey. Although,
back then, he would probably have been considered a man in his own right, he would have been
a huge help to his parents in running the farm, and may have even considered taking it over when
his parents passed on.
Despite the fact that this Stanton family had a sun, they only had 24 improved acres and
56 unimproved acres. This may have simply been a matter of the type of land that they owned.
Solomon owned much of what is now Brewster Lake, which would have counted as unimproved
acres. Still, they were able to harvest 140 bushels of wheat and 150 bushels of corn from their
land, almost 30 bushels more of each than his brother who had more improved land. The total

value of their land was $400. They kept 2 milking cows, 2 work cattle, 2 other cattle, six sheep,
and 3 pigs for a total value of $114.
The difference between these two farmers is the diversity of their livestock. With more
livestock and different kinds of livestock, there is the possibility of entering the paying market to
sell of whatever your family doesn’t use. For example, the fact that they had two milking cows
meant that they probably had more butter to sell, which was a huge cash product that could be
produced on the farm and sold in town. Wool from the sheep they kept could also be sold for
more money than, say, bacon. This diversity would indicate that Solomon was more interested
than Benjamin in entering the agriculture market to earn extra money, and he had the free man
power in his son to do so.
Obviously this census data is very important in telling us how the land was used. It can
give clues as to what crops where grown, where they were grown, what the soil conditions
where, and where or if the livestock was pastured. Other clues would be the position of the house
to the barn and the other outbuildings and the fields. At this point it is very possible that some
more permanent residences were starting to pop up in the county. The 1860’s census shows that
one Samuel Weeks, a very influential early settler, had established a very well trimmed estate to
the southeast; at the time he also owned a small wood plot that had once belonged to the Stanton
brothers, who had sold the property previous to the census. Weeks probably used the property for
lumbering, though that was a little later in the story.
I’m going to pause for a moment from the story of the property to explain why the farms
in the area had a specific layout. The layout of a farm was important to help utilize the best land,
but also to keep the work flowing smoothly and efficiently. For example, in the time before gas
powered agriculture, it would have been rather stupid to place the barn a very long distance from

the fields since it was often used for storing the hay and the corn in the form of silage in the silo
that came from the fields. Likewise, it would have been completely impractical to place the barn
a long distance from the house, since a farmer doesn’t want to get lost on the way to feeding his
animals during a particularly brutal snow storm (it has been known to happen). But the smell of
an animal is, shall we say, distinct; obviously the barn can’t be too close to the house. So the
layout of a farm is very intricate, and it draws on many different factors. The size of the barn
often reflects the number of animals, the extent of land, and the use of that land. A farm that
produces very little wheat and corn probably isn’t going to have a huge barn. But one that has
many animals for milking or perhaps has a lot of hay that will be sold will increase in size as the
farm increases.
The only barn left standing on the property I researched is Batts’ barn, which, very likely,
wasn’t erected by Batts. It is a gable bank barn, meaning, quite simply, that it is built into a bank
so that the top entrance has a sloping bank that leads up to the doors, that the bottom story has an
entrance on the opposite side of the barn and is much lower, and that the roof of the barn is a
classic triangle shape, with no “hip” joints, meaning no bends in the roof (please see Figure 5 for
a picture of the roof). The barn has a classic fieldstone foundation, though there are formed
cement supports, which indicate that extensive work has been done on the barn since its original
erection (please see Figures 6 and 7 for examples of the original fieldstone and the concrete
supports). And despite the fieldstone foundation, the timbers in this old timber frame barn are
mill cut. This can be discerned by the semicircle pattern that is repeated in the timbers found
throughout the barn (please see Figure 8 for an example of the semi-circular pattern found in
milled wood). This would indicate that this particular barn was constructed sometime after the
beginning of the industrial revolution, which began in the 1890’s.

What’s interesting is that, at this time, there were several pieces of equipment that made
work in the barn easier than it had been. For example, people had been moving away from this
style of barn in favor of a gambrel roofed barn, which opened up the ceiling so that hay could be
sent rushing down the length of the barn into the hay mow using the hay lifter (please see Figure
9 for the hay track that can be found in Batts barn). However, it appears that this piece of
equipment was installed after the barn was constructed. Often, when barns were constructed in
this style they had beams that were in the way of the swinging hay. So when the hay lifter was
installed, the beams were cut out, leaving holes where the pegs from the support beams had been
inserted into vertical beams (please see Figure 10 for an example of a vacant peg hole found in
Batts barn). Batts barn shows these vacant holes.
There are other indications that the barn was either reconstructed or possibly remodeled,
including floor support rafters that have peg holes, indicating that they were not originally
intended to be used as floor rafters. There are several indications that this barn was definitively
used for livestock at some point, since there is a trough to clean out feces from livestock, and
there are many doors on the bottom floor which would open up onto different pasture areas for
different livestock animals. Rob, the grounds manager here at Pierce Cedar Creek Institute, also
mentioned that at one time there were metal head holders for milking cows, although it is likely
that there were fewer milking cows and more Angus beef cows as indicated by an oral interview
that I will describe in detail later.
The Census of 1860 is very incomplete, at best. Unfortunately, there was next to no
information on the people who lived there according to plat maps and other records I have. This
is not a total loss, however. It is likely that the small farm situation described above, with some
market farming, but most meant for sustaining the family that lived on the land. This was before

agriculture became larger scale and industrialized, around the turn of the century. So it is fairly
safe to assume that the 1860 Census would look much like the 1850 Census.
A few bits of information are important to mention here, though. For example, it was at
this time that Samuel Weeks purchased the 160 acres of the property that he used for lumbering.
Also, land prices went up slightly, though it was only a small amount in the decade, since there
wasn’t much change in the market. It was sometime after this date, too, that a saw mill went up
on Cedar Creek. I believe that it was placed on the curve in Cloverdale Road, on the river,
though I am not positive about this. However, oral interviews and some very short accounts
mention that a saw mill was on the property for a short period of time sometime after 1860. Also,
Rob has mentioned that there are very old foundations that are built into a hill off the east end of
the Blue Trail. There are holes that are big enough maybe for a small, one room house or root
cellar foundation, maybe an outbuilding for animals. However, I have been unable to find any
information on what those buildings could have been. Generally, the only time that you are able
to tell if a building was erected is by looking through tax assessments and determining, from one
year to the next, if there was a huge jump in the taxable property, in which case you might now
that a building was erected, though it is next to impossible to determine what kind of building. In
addition, there is nothing left of any foundation at the site on the surface of the ground. This
would indicate that these are very old foundations and they might not even surface in the tax
record, either because it was before assessments were taken or kept, or because it wasn’t big
enough to surface in a detailed review. Either way, I determined that it was impossible, the time
that it would have taken me to look through every year of taxes for the people who owned the
property to determine when a building was erected was far beyond the time that I was allocated
for the project, and that there was other information that was more important for me to ascertain.

Since there are next to no other records, I was unable to determine what buildings were at one
time located here.
More information again becomes available when we look at the Census of 1870. First of
all, we notice from the plat map dated 1873 that there are many different land owners at the time.
There were ten owners in sections 19 and 30. In addition, the land south of Cloverdale Rd is
beginning to be split up into smaller farms, instead of being dominated by two prospectors or
two big farms. This trend is fairly consistent with the size of small farms at the time; large farms
were fairly unheard of because there was no way of delivering farm products to a broad market,
meaning that farms stayed quite small. So this period is a classic example of small farms of the
time.
The census data on Edward Larabee, a farmer who owned part of Pierce Cedar Creek at
this time, all the land directly to the east of Brewster Lake, shows that farms were starting to get
bigger, that they were expanding to help accommodate the market and to bring in more money.
While Larabee’s property, which spanned across 153 acres, was worth approximately $2,000 at
the time of the 1870 Census, he was bringing in almost $550 a year from the products he
produced on his farm. And he had quite a bit of livestock as well, more than any that was
previously reported. He owned two horses, two milking cattle, as well as six other cattle. His
main income came from his sheep; he owned 16 at the time of the Census. He had only one pig,
which was probably used solely for his family. He took in an amazing 30 tons of hay, which was
quite a bit for a time period that wasn’t mechanized and used all animal and human labor. His
big money probably came from the 100 pounds of wool and 300 pounds of butter that he and his
family produced. Overall, his livestock alone was worth $550 dollars. In short, this farm, though

not much bigger than the ones previously discussed, was on its way to becoming an industrial
market farms that in a century would be the main form of agriculture.
Once again, the Census data for the decades of 1880 to 1890 were difficult to acquire and
did not provide much information at the time. What information I could gather shows much of
the same was happening; farms were getting bigger, expanding to fit an expanding urban market.
Nationally, these decades began the Industrial Revolution, which was the final push toward
commercial farming and expanded transportation to get products to market. The steam engine,
coupled with the invention of the steam powered train, gave farmers access to markets that were
previously beyond their means. Although Barry County itself has remained a strong agricultural
community, eventually, there were fewer people living on farms, and fewer people who were
farming. In all parts of the nation, there is clear evidence that people began to move away from
the rural communities and farms and into urban towns and cities.
Still, the Pierce Cedar Creek Property saw very little change. The records pick up again
strongly in 1910. Farms were still in operation and producing much. This also began a period of
stability, one where farms were passed down to offspring, or kept in the family for long stretches
of time. In addition, this was a time of land consolidation, probably, again, due to a shift toward
market farming instead of simple sustenance farming. The Dickersons, Mowry’s, and Burpee’s
were all families who came from the region, but settled for a time on the property. They would
play a very active role in the community for several decades, all the way up until the property
was sold into different hands just before or after 1940, and in the case of the Dickersons, not
until 1950.
The Dickersons were a very prominent family in this region in particular. Two brothers
owned property on opposite sides of Cloverdale Rd. Their farms were quite large, compared to

the farms seen in previous decades. Lyle Dickerson owned a large chunk of land, approximately
100 acres in size, just to the south of Cloverdale Rd which he acquired from John Gurd, another
prominent farmer in the area during his time. Leslie Dickerson owned 145 acres, mostly to the
east of Brewster Lake, and their mother owned the remaining land to the west, which she lived
on after their father died. After she passed away, Leslie bought up the property to make a very
large parcel, which he farmed.
As part of the community, the Dickerson’s often worked in “harvesting bees” in which
groups of farmers got together and harvested one farmer’s crop at a time, working all day to get
it in. Once their work was done, they would sit down and have a huge community Harvest
Dinner. This type of harvesting system worked very well at the time, since it got the entire crop
in before any of it went bad, which was impossible for one farmer or a farmer’s family to do
alone. By working together, they were able to ensure that everyone had a good shot at keeping
up with their crops. In addition, Irene Dickerson, Leslie’s wife, worked for several years at the
local, one room school house known as Week’s School. Nearly all the children from the farmers
on the property went to school there during this period, until it burned down in 1938.
With heartfelt thanks to Jean Litts-Dickerson for her very helpful interview and the
framed photo that she kindly and generously donated to Pierce Cedar Creek Institute, we know
quite a bit more about both families. Lyle Dickerson, Mrs. Litts’ father, bought his property for
approximately $7,000. At any one time, Lyle owned 10-12 cattle at a time, along with several
pigs and horses. Note, again, the increase in the number of cattle that were kept on the farm
compared to previous decades. The cattle were grazed mostly to the south of the farm complex,
which is where the Pierce Cedar Creek Manager’s house now sits. There are still foundations that
can be found behind the house from the old homestead that was torn down. The cattle were

probably allowed to graze just north of the blue trail, where the forest has very little
undergrowth. This could be an indication that the soil has been somewhat compacted, and there
has been little to disturb it since the cattle were kept there, though this is merely conjecture, and
the subject probably would require more inquiry in order to come to any solid conclusions.
However, it is a likely hypothesis. Lyle also grew corn, wheat, oats and alfalfa which were raised
on the fields (now prairies) just to the west of the property near the blue and orange trails,
although there are some forested areas that were probably too steep to be farmed at the time, or
where taken out of production at some point previous to these farming operations.
Leslie was Lyle’s younger brother, born the fourth of five children. He took over the
property at the age of twenty-two and started farming immediately. Eventually he married a
woman by the name of Irene H. Bach, and had two daughters, Shirley and Irene. They lived in
the farmhouse that once stood by Batts barn. In the spring or late fall, when the undergrowth has
died back, there are several foundations that can still be seen where the house once stood. A
Barry County History written in the 1980’s mentions “Leslie and Irene spent many relaxing
evenings swimming and fishing in Brewster Lake. They lived there 16 years until their house
burned down in 1939.” After the house burned, they moved into the house that their mother once
inhabited, which was located at the western trailhead of the red trail. Again, foundations of
several outbuildings (I counted five solid, large structures) can be seen when the undergrowth
isn’t so thick. The County History also noted that when Leslie started farming he worked with
horses. Later, he moved to a tractor, as many people were doing at the time. He grew Holstein
and Ayrshire cattle. The family moved away shortly after their house burned, off Pierce Cedar
Creek property, sometime in the early 1940’s.

I also had the opportunity to interview Herbert Burpee, who was one of twelve children
in the Burbee family (all of whom attended the Week’s school with the Dickerson family at one
time or another) who owned the property along the white trail. Clinton Herbert Burpee bought
the farm in 1913 from Sam Wertman (please see Figure 11 for a picture of C. H. Burpee). The
farm had sixteen workable acres, most of which were all south of Cedar Creek, on which they
raised hogs, sheep, cows, wheat and grain. According to Mr. Burpee, the sand prairie existed
much as it is today. They pastured sheep on the property on that section, and traveled back and
forth via a bridge, the remains of which can still be seen (please see Figure 12 for a picture of the
remains). The entire west side of the property (which the Institute owns) was a field, while the
east side just south of the creek was an orchard. The rest of the property was used for sporadic
lumbering.
I found an old directory that was set created during this time period that provided a lot of
information regarding the general layout of Barry County. One of the first things it mentions was
that this area was predominantly a farming community, with well over 3,400 farms, almost 94%
of the area of Barry County. 74% of this land was actually farmable. This is a huge quantity of
land, even for that time, indicating that the land was good for agriculture in this area. People
were able to get by and make a living farming. Farming alone brought in almost $2.5 million
dollars, a huge sum at the time, making farmers some of the most prosperous residents of the
county.
What’s even more interesting about this directory is that it also gives tips on insecticides
to farmers. Some of the worst tips include using formaldehyde (known then as formalin) to
prevent disease on potatoes (a huge crop at the time, some grown right on the property), arsenate
of lead, and a kerosene emulsion. Some not so dangerous chemicals used include pyrethrum, a

chemical derived from chrysanthemum flowers that is still used in organic gardening today.
Soot, freshly slaked lime, tobacco dust and tea, as well as whale soap were also used, and
weren’t nearly as dangerous. While it is impossible to determine whether or not any of these
chemicals were used specifically on this land, mostly because people didn’t keep records of
where and when these chemicals were used, it is likely that some of them were used on some of
the land at various times in the past history of the property. It would be a very interesting study
to determine if any of these chemicals might still be left in the soil and if they have an effect on
the biological community today.
After this period of relative stability and of larger market farming the land began to trade
hands a little more quickly, though it stayed as agriculture land until the 1950’s. Although none
of the farms got into the big industrial farming operations that can be found today; their growth
was hindered probably by how secluded the property is from any main areas, as well as the
rolling landscape, which makes large scale agriculture very hard to accomplish. Farming
machines often need very flat pieces of land to function properly with no trees to hinder their
progress, making Pierce Cedar Creek far from ideal for industrial agriculture, despite how rich
the soil is in many places.
Dr. H. Lewis Batts began to purchase the land in the 1950’s. His goal was to create a
sanctuary for him and his wife and family. He bought a large piece of the section south of
Cloverdale Rd first, and then purchased the area north from a man by the name of Mack Kool,
who had been farming that property. Although Batts was a strong advocate for conserving and
preserving agricultural land, he quickly took this property out of production, using it instead as a
type of bird sanctuary. Dr. Batts had a Ph.D. in ornithology and taught at Kalamazoo College. In
addition, he started the Kalamazoo Nature Center to help create a suitable environment where

children could learn about and in nature. This left the property in Hastings as his own personal
vacation spot. He hired a groundskeeper to watch over the property while he was away and to
keep it in good condition.
Although Dr. Batts was quite fond of the land (fond enough to erect Batts cottage near
Batt’s barn to stay in when he came to visit) it was probably the groundskeeper who had more of
an impact on the property than anyone else at this time. He was given a small trailer to live in
(the cement slab this trailer sat on is still visible at the eastern trailhead of the blue trail) and from
there went about mowing the lawns and planting many domesticated landscape plants, many of
which can still be seen today. These include peonies, apple trees, daylilies, and probably the
autumn olive that has now become quite invasive on the property. He probably also planted
several of the pine trees that line the eastern half of the red trail (some of which are doing just
fine, others of which are struggling along). (Please see Figures 13-15 for pictures of the
landscape plants and pines.) In addition, he was probably responsible for the tires that can be
found at the end of the blue trail near his trailer that stabilize the land against erosion when the
creek floods.
At this point it should be noted that I was unable to find any information pertaining to the
milk house that once sat next to the trailer. Unfortunately, with a building as small and not as
well used as that, it is often difficult to find any record of it. I do not know, though I suspect, that
at one time there was probably a small farming complex of which the milk house was the last
standing representative. I was unable to find any other foundations or indications that this
property was used in that way. However, there is a rather large dump that sits behind the wet
land and includes a very interesting rusted out car that could indicate that this separate piece of
property was used for a farmstead (please see Figure 16 for a picture of the dump and the car).

The milk house may have been tied into that farmstead, although this is mere conjecture. It is
highly unlikely that the dump was created by Dr. Batts’ groundskeeper, as most of the trash
actually predates Dr. Batts’ arrival, let alone the prolonged residence of the groundskeeper. Still,
there is little question that the groundskeeper had quite a profound impact on the landscape that
can be found today on the property. He may have been the sole force working on the landscape
for almost thirty years, until Dr. Batts sold the property to the Pierce’s so that they were able to
set up the Institute.
Dr. Batts was a firm believer in environmentalism and in environmental education.
Therefore, it should come as no surprise that he tried so hard to sell the land to someone who was
willing to carry on the tradition of preservation and conservation on the property. Mr. and Mrs.
Pierce were the perfect couple to do this, and they were able to buy most of the property
discussed here in the late 1990’s, turning it into the Institute that can be found there today.
When one walks the land, there are many clues left as to how the land was used in the
past, and how the land was taken care. There are fence posts still jutting up from where they
were placed so long ago. There are fences that can be found entangled in trees. There are at least
three dumps that I am aware of that were used by farmers who had no other means of getting rid
of trash than to dump it in an area that was not useful to them at the time. The trails that wind
their way through the property were once old farm roads, and off from some of these are
domesticated landscape plants that were once set down with care by someone who expected to
enjoy them for at least some time to come. And, of course, there are the buildings themselves,
the barns and cottages and houses and foundations that are still left standing. The landscape tells
a story, if one is willing enough to listen. Although this part of the story is drawing to a close, it
is only a mere part of the complex tale that could probably be told with someone who is

enthusiastic enough to dig deeper than I could go (especially with a limited budget!). But
ultimately, by knowing what happened to the land in the past, we are capable of knowing why
and how the landscape looks today. And that is very important in making plans for how the
landscape will look tomorrow. In the end, it is only by looking at a landscape’s past that we can
have any idea of what it might look like tomorrow.

Appendix 1: Photos and Figures

Figure 1: Barry County with Baltimore Township and sections 19 and 30 in the lower left hand corner.

Figure 2: The survey map with limited surveyor’s notes from the first survey taken of the area.

Figure 3: The third president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson.

Figure 4: And example of an original land patent purchased upon the first sale of a piece of property from the United
States government to a citizen. This is the land patent given to Amos Brewster, the man whose name was later given
to Brewster lake.

Figure 5: The older style roof of Batts’ Barn. Note the lack of hip joints, creating perfectly straight roof angles.

Figure 6: The original fieldstone foundation of Batts Barn, which is now crumbling.

Figure 7: The concrete supports put in to stabilize the original fieldstone wall.

Figure 8: The pattern seen in this wood indicates that this piece of lumber was milled (probably nearby) instead of
being hand hewn. This indicates that the barn was erected probably sometime after 1900.

Figure 9: The hay track probably installed sometime after the barn was built. This hay track forced the cutting of
some support beams that left empty holes in the main beams.

Figure 10: The holes left in the roof beams indicate that this piece of wood was probably reused, perhaps from a
different barn in the area. For repairs, this was often the cheapest way to find replacement wood.

Figure 11: C. H. Burpee with his brother Charles farming with horses.

Figure 12: The remains of the bridge that that the Burpees used to help tend their flock of sheep.

Figure 13: Hostas found near old foundations.

Figure 14: Other landscape plants found close to the foundations off the Red Trail.

Figure 15: Pine probably planted by Dr. Batts’ groundskeeper found off the eastern half of the red trail.

Figure 16: The Dump behind the Wet Lab where the old truck can be found.

Pictures Not Mentioned in the Paper

Figure 17: Old barb wire from a fence erected quite some time ago. This particular fence is now almost in the
middle of the tree.

Figure 18: This road, probably an old farm road, now serves as the Red Trail on Pierce Cedar Creek Institute
property.

Figure 19: Old fieldstone piles are left, showing how much work had to be done to pull up stones from the field
before crops could be planted.

Figure 20: All that’s left of the old silo found near Batts Barn.

Appendix 2: Plat Maps Through History

Sections 19 and 30 of an 1875 plat map of Barry County

1895 plat map of Barry County with a close up of sections 19 and 30.

1913 plat map of Barry County with a close up of sections 19 and 30.

1928 plat map with a close up of sections 19 and 30. Note the purchase of property by both the
Dickerson Families and C. H. Burpee.

1938 plat map with a close up of sections 19 and 30.

1945 plat map with a close up of sections 19 and 30. Note that Leslie Dickerson no longer owns
the property to the north of Cloverdale Rd. This is after the fire that took their house close where
Batts’ Cottage now sits, when they sold their property and moved.

1972 plat map with close up of sections 19 and 30. At this point the property that will become
Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is starting to be purchased by Dr. H. Lewis Batts.

1986 plat map with a close up of sections 19 and 30. Dr. Batts has acquired all the property that
he was to acquire before the property is bought by Mr. and Mrs. Pierce.

