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TRACING THE HISTORY OF STATE HISTORY: CHANGING NARRATIVES IN 

THE MICHIGAN HISTORICAL MARKER PROGRAM 

Matthew Taylor Erbes 

Dr. Douglas Hurt, Thesis Adviser 

ABSTRACT 

Monument landscapes have long been a subject of interest to cultural and historical 

geographers.  Studying places of public memory on the landscape in the form of monuments can 

reveal much about political identifications and core values regarding interpretations of the 

past.  The Michigan Historical Marker program is a particularly interesting example of a 

monument landscape due to both the interplay between local-level initiative and state-level 

supervision seen in producing an historical marker and the relatively large scale of the program.  

This study examines how the program’s presentations of history through marker texts have 

changed over time since the program’s genesis in 1955.  This is done by analyzing the historical 

progression of commemoration of the most commonly mentioned topics in the historical markers, 

both in how they are presented and where they are concentrated in the state. The 60 years of the 

program’s existence have seen marked changes in what is commemorated and how certain topics 

or groups are portrayed in the marker texts.  This study serves as an example of how monument 

landscapes can change over time in their presentations of public history. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Public memory has long been a subject of study for social scientists.  Public 

memory can reveal much about political identifications and core values regarding 

interpretations of the past.  With the creation of public monuments and historical 

markers, collective memory is given physical manifestation in a particular place.  A 

monument itself can then influence public memory due to its placement in space; 

monuments are places “where memory crystallizes and secretes itself” (Nora 1989: 7).  In 

this way, monuments can be viewed as points of interaction between people and the 

landscape.  The projection of cultural values and particular versions of history onto the 

physical landscape is an inherently geographical activity (Anderson and Gale 1992).  

These places of memory are of particular interest to geographers, for the establishment of 

a monument in a location creates an added spatial element to collective memory.  

Spatiality of memory enables the analysis of memorial landscapes, a unique lens through 

which a geographer can study collective memory as an important facet of culture.  These 

landscapes are not merely sterile representations of static and uncontested cultures.  

Instead, cultures and their geographies are constantly interacting and playing off of one 

another, and the creation of a monument is a political process that is heavily dependent 

on the power relationships among those erecting the monument and the general populace 

(see Johnson 2004, Norton 2006).  The dynamic and contested nature of culture, and 

therefore collective memory, ascribes meaning to the way in which some memory is 

portrayed by a monument (Cosgrove 1984).  Often, what is presented by the monument 

as worthy of public remembrance is just as revealing as what is not remembered.  
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Additionally, what is portrayed and ideas of what is worthy of commemoration can 

change drastically over time.  Monuments can be ground zero for battles between 

differing and/or conflicting versions of memory of a person, group, place, or event, 

especially given the historical context of a monument and its reception by people of the 

present (see Dwyer 2004, Dwyer and Alderman 2008a, and Alderman 2010).  Cultural 

and historical geographers seek to understand these meanings by studying the spatial and 

place-based elements of memorial landscapes (e.g., see Blake 2004, Dwyer 2004, Hay, 

Hughes and Tutton 2004, Dixon 2010, Jacobs 2010, Hanna and Hodder 2015). 

 One such landscape that is yet to be explored is memorialization created by the 

Michigan Historical Marker Program.  Over 1,800 Michigan historical markers have been 

erected across the state since 1955 through cooperative efforts of local citizens and 

multiple state agencies.  These markers refer to an extremely diverse array of topics, 

including the bloody River Raisin Massacre near Monroe, Scandinavian immigrants 

bringing the sport of skiing to Ishpeming, the environmental history of the Detroit River, 

and seemingly everything in between.  While the exact ways that historical markers have 

been produced in Michigan have changed several times in the past century, the logistics 

of the current marker creation process involves local applicants applying and providing 

funding for a marker to be located at a site of historic significance, as determined by state 

law.  Local applicants bear the burden of providing historical documentation for the site, 

and they work with graduate students in Eastern Michigan University’s historic 

preservation program to draft a working text for the marker.  These texts must satisfy 

standards set up Michigan Historical Center and then be approved by the Michigan 

Historical Commission before the marker can be created and erected at the site. 
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 The vast assortment of these historical markers and the length of time over which 

they have been generated provide a fascinating glimpse into how the act of 

commemorative place-making has changed in Michigan since the program’s beginnings 

in 1955.  This study seeks to discover how the topics and themes presented by the 

markers and how they address the past have changed over time.  The material 

appearances of markers have not changed; the familiar green plaques with gold lettering 

have remained in use since the very first marker.  But, the ideas and stories addressed by 

the texts on the markers have changed dramatically, both textually and spatially.  

Analyzing such dynamic temporal patterns found in the cultural landscape of the 

historical markers can reveal much about the changing history of public memory in 

Michigan.  This will be accomplished by examining the historical progression of the 

content and thematic tendencies of the marker texts and the locations of the markers. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1   The New Cultural Geography  

 The approach known as the ‘new’ cultural geography emerged from a turn away 

from what is known as the Berkeley School of cultural geography (Cosgrove and Jackson 

1987; Norton 2006).  Spearheaded by the works of Carl Sauer in the early to mid-20
th

 

century, the Berkeley School focused on material culture in the landscape.  The key tenet 

of the Berkeley School is that a people’s culture is projected onto the natural landscape 

through built structures and other aspects of the human impact on the natural 

environment (Sauer 1925, Mitchell 2000; Norton 2006).  Focusing mostly on rural 

landscapes, Sauer (1925) and others (e.g., see Zelinsky 1967) called for a morphological 

approach to geography that described the development and form of cultural landscapes.  

They were considered to be constantly building towards some end point of the cycle of 

development, until another culture group was introduced to the region, thus altering the 

landscape and setting off the cycle of development again.  Sauer’s The Morphology of 

Landscape (1925) is widely viewed as the best explanation and presentation of the 

Berkeley School’s view of geographic research of culture (Mitchell 2000; Norton 2006).   

 The Berkeley School endured as the default approach to cultural geography until 

the late 1970s and 1980s, when its inherent problems began to be openly criticized.  The 

Berkeley School portrayed culture as a universal, static, and superorganic entity which 

was the determining factor in the appearance of the cultural landscape (Duncan 1980; 

Mitchell 2000; Norton 2006).  In other words, culture was the agent of change, the 

natural landscape was the medium, and the cultural landscape was the result (Jackson 

1989; Norton 2006).  However, Sauer and other proponents of the morphological 
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approach never convincingly defined what culture actually is.  Sauer repeatedly claimed 

that human agency was essential in the formation of the cultural landscape, but it is clear 

that the enigmatic “culture” was the true ultimate actor in his ideas of human geography, 

not individuals (Duncan 1980; Jackson 1989).  The broad assumption that conspicuously 

undefined culture is the sole motivator for people making changes to the cultural 

landscape was seen as problematic by proponents of a new cultural geography in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, for it did not give any real recognition towards individual agency, 

or to the fact that a common culture is not necessarily applicable to every single 

individual in a group of people (Wagner 1975; Duncan 1980).  While widely held 

cultural traits can sometimes be detected, they are never universal. Values, customs, and 

the adherence to them vary from person to person.  Therefore, cultural geography must 

recognize the fact that culture is always contested and cannot be viewed as the 

determining factor behind the existence of cultural artifacts in space (Wagner 1975; 

Duncan 1980; Jackson 1989; Mitchell 2000).  This is the essence of what is known as the 

new cultural geography, where the approach is much more open to the plurality and 

contestability of culture.  The focal point of the new cultural geography is the relationship 

between culture and society, and how political or economic intersections between them 

play out in space (Jackson 1989; Mitchell 2000; Norton 2006).  This marks a shift from 

studying culture itself as a unitary constant to cultural politics and how meanings are 

negotiated based on political and economic power relationships within society (Jackson 

1989; Mitchell 2000).   
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2.2   Cultural Landscapes 

 The new cultural geography is still tied to the concept of landscape.  In fact, 

landscape is given a much broader scope than it was during the heyday of the Berkeley 

School.  Landscape is considered to be a social construction, a way for people to attach 

meaning to the external world.  Anderson and Gale (1992) describe landscape as having a 

reciprocal relationship with culture, with the two constantly informing and intersecting 

one another.  People do not just project their values onto their surroundings; they interact 

with their surroundings, and the culmination of this relationship is in a constant state of 

becoming through which a final state is never reached.  Landscape itself is an ideological 

concept, where people signify their own perceived relationships with nature and the built 

environment.  Representations of these relationships offer views into the nature of these 

perceived relationships (Cosgrove 1984; Mitchell 2000).  Therefore, the symbolism 

associated with landscape is also brought into scrutiny (Cosgrove and Jackson 1987).  

This marks a broadening of research options from the Berkeley School’s preoccupation 

with buildings and other built structures to a much broader range of topics including 

paintings, poems, documents, perceptions, and, in this case, monuments (Cosgrove 1984; 

Cosgrove and Jackson 1987; Norton 2006).  Landscapes are therefore considered to be 

ways of seeing rather than static physical landmarks and their spatial distributions.  The 

role of the cultural geographer is to discern the meanings of landscapes for particular 

groups or people and how these meanings interact with one another in space and in 

representations of space (Cosgrove 1984; Cosgrove and Jackson 1987; Mitchell 2005). 

 This can be done by what has been called reading the landscape as text.  Written 

text is composed of multiple words with different individual meanings and interpreted 
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meanings that can be strung together to show a greater, more detailed presentation of 

information to the reader, who then makes conclusions about what can be learned from 

the text based on their own prior experiences and understanding.  If we consider 

landscapes to be a series of signs and symbols of meaning, the same interpretive method 

of textual reading can be applied to understanding cultural landscapes (Cosgrove and 

Jackson 1987; Mitchell 2000).  This approach to landscapes goes much deeper than the 

morphological approach of the Berkeley School.  While it does inherently involve 

description of the spatial dimensions of the landscapes in question, thorough reading of 

the features of the landscape enable the researcher to go beyond mere description and 

analyze the different perceptions and social factors behind the phenomena of the 

landscape.  Such an approach can involve interpreting the tone and mood of graphical 

representations of landscape such as paintings, illuminating the diction and phrasing of 

poems or speeches, commenting on the symbolism and visual aesthetic effects of built 

landmarks, and so on (Cosgrove 1984; Mitchell 2000; Norton 2006; Dixon 2010).   

 

2.3   Monuments 

 The diverse forms that monuments and memorials can take make many reading 

and interpretive strategies relevant.  Monuments can include statuary, textual 

information, organic aesthetics, architecture, events, public spaces, or plaques created to 

honor and remember a person, event, movement, or idea.  Monuments are an especially 

attractive subject of study for cultural geographers, for they are by definition infused with 

historical significance by those who erect them (Johnson 2004; Castree, Kitchin, and 

Rogers 2013).  Such monuments are often placed strategically upon the landscape and are 
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intended to be symbolic and create affective responses (Castree, Kitchin, and Rogers 

2013).  The phenomenon of monument-making reveals a societal preoccupation with 

history and humanity’s role in it.  As pointed out by Lowenthal (1975), it is often 

assumed that hindsight is always 20/20, and erecting a monument enables us to capture 

and enshrine an account of the past we believe to be true.  However, the assumption that 

a monument projects a universally experienced and believed version of the past is 

problematic.  As we’ve seen, such cultural values evolve and vary among groups of 

people.  This applies to versions of the past as well.  Formal history is only a feeble 

attempt to accurately describe what has happened to the world.  We cannot possibly give 

memory-based accounts of past events and individuals that encompass the entirety of 

different perspectives about them.  We are then left with an institutionalized, public 

version which society calls history (Nora 1989; Lowenthal 2015).   

 History continues to replace memory in what society takes to be true about the 

past as existing memories of the past slowly fade away (Nora 1989; Johnson 2004).  Nora 

(1989) even goes so far as to say that the ultimate mission of history is to eradicate 

memory.  Lowenthal (2015) points out that society grants greater importance and 

reliability to recorded history than it does to subjective memory.  We take historical 

accounts for granted, and we allow them to impact our own personal recollections of the 

past (Lowenthal 2015).  This points to the importance of places of commemoration like 

monuments for their ability to impact individual memory.  Monuments play a highly 

active role in the perpetual replacement of memory with history in their institutional 

authority and public visibility.  As soon as a new monument or historical marker is 

established, it is taken out of individual or collective memory and becomes part of formal 
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history, as part of an attempt to protect these memories from revisionist movements or 

simply our own forgetfulness (Nora 1989).  Society feels a responsibility to maintain and 

create these monuments to memory, but in so doing, we only crystallize a particular view 

of it, often a view that is palatable to those holding power over the creation of the 

monument, and allow it to influence others’ recollections of the past (Lowenthal 2015).   

 Governments and political organizations attempt to create monuments that 

promote a national or regional identity.  Johnson (2002) describes how governments 

utilize the power of monuments to endorse a nationwide identity through establishing a 

historical common ground.  The mapping of particular versions of history in space and 

time is part of the ongoing process of creating group and individual identities (Johnson 

1995; Johnson 2004; Shein 2008).  However, these attempts rarely please everyone, 

which proves the contestability of memory and its variability from place to place.   

 The spatial distribution of monuments can offer insight into how power 

relationships play out over space.  A power-holding institution may exert different levels 

of influence across different areas.  Agnew (1987, 1992) describes how political power 

can vary regionally, and how the power of place must be taken into account, for political 

behavior has an intrinsic geographical element to it.  This may seem an obvious fact, but 

yet we still see state or national monuments, complete with government-sponsored 

messages and versions of history, erected in places where local knowledge and memory 

of the same event may differ vastly from what is promoted on the monument.  A 

fascinating example is documented by Dixon (2010), who describes the “Latinization” of 

a prominent monument in Mexico City in order to promote a more Eurocentric identity 

within Mexican historical culture.  Osborne (2001) also examines how Canada endorses 
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certain aspects of its national identity such as bravery and unity through place-making, 

which includes national monuments.      

 The interplay of local, smaller-scale group memory and larger institutionalized 

versions of history in democratized processes of commemoration such as the Michigan 

Historical Marker Program can result in more localized versions of history being 

enshrined in monuments.  The degree of such localization depends on the amount of 

influence local groups have on what is included in monuments.  This can result in more 

regional variation in presentations of social memory from place to place (Foote and 

Azaryahu 2007).  Sometimes the close juxtapositions of monuments with such different 

frames of historical events can be startling.  Dwyer and Alderman (2008) offer an 

example of this with their study of street names in Montgomery, Alabama.  Street names 

are a type of memorial landscape, for many main roads are named for historical figures, 

adding connotations of history and cultural values to the streets.  The intersection of Rosa 

Parks and Jefferson Davis Avenues in Montgomery is a drastic example of memorializing 

seemingly contrasting cultural and historical values.  Naming one major road after a 

famous figure of the Civil Rights movement and another after the president of the 

Confederacy creates an implied clash of commemoration, given the United States’ 

difficult past with racial inequality.  Dwyer (2004) presents a similar scenario with his 

description of the memorial landscape of Selma, Alabama, where the decision to erect a 

monument to Nathan Bedford Forest, the controversial Confederate officer and founding 

member of the Ku Klux Klan, created tension in a city where Civil Rights memorials 

traditionally dominate public spaces of memory.  Richmond, Virginia experienced a 

similar clash with the conflict over whether a statue of African American tennis player 
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and humanitarian Arthur Ashe should be placed on Monument Avenue, the traditional 

local showcase of monuments, particularly Confederate icons (Leib 2002).     

 Besides varying aspects of history, monuments can also reveal social justice 

issues in how certain groups are represented.  Monk (1992) describes how women are 

often invisible in western public monument landscapes, except for cases where women 

were involved in the political sphere, or with abstract feminine symbols such as Lady 

Liberty.  This is emphasized further by Jacobs (2010), who points out how women in 

European Holocaust memorials are often depicted with motherly traits or as exploited and 

defenseless, with little mention of women’s roles in resistance to Nazi cruelty.  Blake 

(2004) describes the narrow and often stereotypical thematic portrayals of Native 

Americans on the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail.  In addition to how groups are 

represented in commemorative landscapes, it is often telling to see which groups are not 

represented.  Alderman (2010, 2012) documents difficulties that have been encountered 

in efforts to commemorate African American experiences of hardship in Savannah, 

Georgia (2010) and North Carolina (2012).  Hay, Hughes, and Tutton (2004) show how 

indigenous peoples and values are almost completely excluded from public view in 

Adelaide’s Prince Henry Gardens.  The authors see this as an attempt to wipe away 

evidence of indigenous links to the land around Prince Henry Gardens.  These studies 

describe how underrepresentation of disadvantaged groups in monument landscapes leads 

to further marginalization. 

 Hoelscher and Alderman (2004) show another approach to creating landscapes of 

memory with their focus on Robben Island.  Robben Island was a long-time symbol of 

the oppression of apartheid in southern Africa with its frequent use as a remote prison for 
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political prisoners, most notably Nelson Mandela and other members of the African 

National Congress.  However, since the fall of apartheid and the ensuing reconciliation 

movement in South Africa, Robben Island has been restored as a public symbol of 

freedom and triumph over adversity.  In their book Civil Rights Memorials and the 

Geography of Memory, Dwyer and Alderman (2008a) describe how movements to create 

monuments to the Civil Rights movement and its prominent leaders seek to rectify the 

preexisting dominance of white-centric monuments in the American South.  Each of 

these studies describe how either sweeping changes in state policy or the efforts of 

activists can lead to radical changes in how certain monument landscapes are developed 

and perceived.   

  

2.4   Studies of Historical Markers and Their Relevance to This Study 

 The different studies outlined above are examples of analyses of monuments that 

incorporate geographical approaches to some degree.  This section narrows our focus by 

describing existing research within geography that analyzes the narratives presented in 

historical marker programs that are similar to the Michigan Historical Marker Program.  

Each of these studies have helped inform this one, and the research questions they 

explore offer examples of how a set of historical markers in a predefined geographical 

area can be analyzed through the perspective of cultural geography.   

 Kevin Blake (2004) examines the presentation of Native Americans along the 

Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail (NHT), which is managed by the National Park 

Service.  Blake analyzes the textual discourse and visual presentation of Native 

Americans in each historical marker site along the Great Plains section of the NHT.  The 
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48 markers are categorized by the author into four dominant themes: “Councils of 

Power”, “Hostile Encounters”, “Good Neighbors”, and “Sacagawea Reinterpreted.”  The 

first category involves markers that depict Native American encounters as diplomatic 

meetings between tribe councils and Lewis and Clark.  “Hostile Encounters” involves 

markers that depict conflict between the explorers and Native Americans, often with 

Native Americans implied to be the aggressors.  The third category, “Good Neighbors”, 

outlines the mutually beneficial nature of Lewis and Clark and contacted Native 

American tribes, putting a conspicuously positive spin on the relationships between the 

explorers and indigenous peoples.  Finally, the fourth category is dedicated to portraying 

Sacagawea as a “heroic Madonna” of the expedition, who provided essential guidance 

and diplomatic expertise with native tribes for the team of white explorers.  Blake also 

generalizes broad geographic areas for each marker, indicating that certain themes are 

more likely to be presented in certain locations along the trail.  Blake concludes with a 

call for historical markers that are more open to Native American experiences of the 

Lewis and Clark expedition and what the encounter symbolizes to them, rather than 

historical markers exclusively geared towards white narratives of “discovery” and narrow 

descriptions of Native Americans as either friendly or hostile (Blake 2004).  By focusing 

on a particular topic (Native Americans) and narrowing them down into four separate 

subcategories (Councils of Power, Hostile Encounters, Good Neighbors, and Sacagawea 

Reinterpreted) for analysis, Blake demonstrates how compartmentalizing monuments 

based on themes or topics can be conducive for further exploration. 

 Otterstrom and Davis (2016) examine the historical progression of topics of 

commemoration in California historical landmarks.  They also illustrate and analyze the 
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spatial distribution of historical landmarks around the state at the per-county level.  The 

authors demonstrate that the topics of commemoration within a state program can change 

over time by illustrating that historical landmark topics have become more diverse.  They 

also utilize GIS to map out the locations of commemorative sites that fall within a certain 

topical category, and they discuss the regional patterns that exist.  This is done at the per 

county level by using choropleth and random dots and does not use the exact locations of 

the historical landmarks.    

 A third study is also dedicated to a state historical commemoration program.  

Derek Alderman (2012) performs a case study analysis of the highway historical markers 

of North Carolina in which he examines the pedagogical value of studying historical 

markers due to the textual politics they present.  Alderman emphasizes the 

communicative nature of textual memorial landscapes and why it is important to teach 

students to read textual commemorations critically.  The North Carolina program has 

been criticized for its lack of African American narratives, which Alderman presents as 

evidence of the contestable nature of memorial landscapes.  Alderman describes how he 

and a group of students submitted an application for a new historical marker in a historic 

black urban neighborhood which experienced a devastating fire in 1922, and the 

application failed to gain approval from the Marker Advisory Committee.  This revealed 

the reluctance of the North Carolina program’s Marker Advisory Committee to 

memorialize what they called “natural disasters,” despite the racial injustice and lasting 

social impact the fire had upon the African American community (Alderman 2012: 369).  

Alderman’s study is valuable because of its choice of memorial landscape: North 

Carolina’s historical marker program is very similar to Michigan’s in that it is composed 
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of textual monuments that are applied for by the public and mediated by a state agency.  

Moreover, Alderman raises the question of how such state programs may be more 

favorable to certain versions of history that cater to the ethnic majority. 

 Hanna and Hodder (2015) explore the narratives of slavery presented in historical 

markers in Fredericksburg, Virginia.  By creating a qualitative Geographic Information 

System (GIS) in order to perform content, discourse, and location analyses on the 

markers, the authors are able to determine the degree of representation and visibility that 

are given to markers that describe slavery and emancipation in Fredericksburg.  The 

qualitative GIS created includes the texts and locations of the markers, and this method of 

data acquisition and organization is mirrored this study of Michigan markers.  Their use 

of content analysis to determine categories for the markers is also similar.  The authors 

also developed a visibility index based on the location of the markers and their inclusions 

in heritage tours and used the index to determine the spatial equity of the markers and 

their topics within the city.  At the end of their analysis, the authors come to the 

conclusion that narratives involving slavery are both textually and spatially 

underrepresented in Fredericksburg.  Similar to the studies by Blake and Alderman, 

Hanna and Hodder take a critical stance on the historical markers in question due to the 

lack of inclusion of non-white historical perspectives. 

 In a presentation at the annual meeting of the American Association of 

Geographers in 2014, Matthew Cook (2014) offers a snapshot of historical markers in 

Alabama installed by the Alabama Historical Commission that portray African American 

history.  He conducts content analysis to select markers that include the words “black” 

and “slave”.  After identifying these markers, Cook then uses discourse analysis to 
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describe the narrations of slavery presented in the markers identified by content analysis.  

Cook then includes two choropleth maps of Alabama counties according to how many 

markers’ texts contain “slave’ and “Confederate” or “Confederacy”.  While this study is 

not as detailed as the others described in this section, likely because it is a paper 

presented at a conference rather than a published journal article, its approach to 

describing the markers in Alabama through content analysis and GIS are similar to my 

methods. 

 Clearly there is an established precedent for analyzing the narratives presented by 

historical marker programs around the United States.  Content analysis and discourse 

analysis have been commonly used to qualitatively determine themes and topics within 

the markers, and GIS can effectively illustrate and explore the spatial distributions of the 

markers and their narrative themes.  Investigations of historical markers can lead to 

critical perspectives on the representations of certain groups discussed in the historical 

markers.  Most of the above studies, except for Otterstrom and Davis (2016) and Cook 

(2014), take a critical stance, pointing out the lack of inclusion of perspectives of 

historically disadvantaged groups, and Cook admits that Alabama “has a long way to go” 

in order to adequately recognize African American experiences of slavery and 

subjugation in the American South.   

 However, the existing literature fails to sufficiently explore how the historical 

narratives presented in markers have changed over time.  The narratives put forth by 

groups of historical markers evolve as new markers are added to them, illustrating the 

dynamic nature of historical marker landscapes.  According to the new cultural 

geography, cultural landscapes such as groups of historical markers are not static 
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reflections of a society’s currently accepted versions of history.  As social memory is 

constantly shifting and contested, cultural landscapes are as well.  Historical context, 

then, is needed in order to understand how a cultural landscape has changed, for 

meanings that may have been attached to landscapes can change considerably as social 

memory changes.  It is this reasoning that informs this study’s historical approach to the 

Michigan Historical Marker Program. 

 The studies above do make some mention of historical context of the markers 

they each examine, but they are not thorough in their descriptions of historical 

development.  Blake’s (2014) critique of the Lewis & Clark NHT includes a general 

comment that certain “outdated” markers with biased language toward and accounts of 

Native Americans have not been adequately updated according to dominant 21
st
 century 

standards, and he claims that more recent markers do not buck this trend.  However, he 

does not make much of the chronology of the dedication dates of existing markers, 

offering no real overarching context of the NHT’s marker narratives.  Otterstrom and 

Davis (2016) do claim to examine the historic progression of commemoration topics in 

California’s historical landmarks by showing the changing percentages of landmarks that 

fall into topical categories determined by the authors.  However, they fail to discern 

trends in how the topics are portrayed and therefore fall short of the deeper analysis 

needed to fully grasp changes in narratives surrounding a topic of commemoration. 

Alderman (2012) briefly mentions that highway markers in North Carolina have become 

slightly more receptive to African American perspectives of historical events and places 

in the past decade.  Similar improvements are reported by Cook (2014) in his description 

of Alabama markers.  However, both accounts fail to focus on the historical accounts of 
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their marker programs.  Hanna and Hodder (2015) indicate that markers in 

Fredericksburg that have been installed by the National Park Service have worked to 

better incorporate narratives of slavery and emancipation in recent markers, but this is 

their only real recognition of changes to marker narratives over time.   

 These fleeting commentaries of the dynamic nature of the narratives presented by 

historical markers could be attributed to a difference in research questions.  Unlike this 

study, almost all of the above research papers are more concerned with examining a 

specific theme within the historical markers rather than taking an in-depth look at the 

entire program.  However, each study concludes with a call for more inclusive marker 

texts and narratives in the future, which implies the authors’ recognition that marker 

landscapes can change over time.  Why, then, is little focus given to changing trends in 

the representations of public memory up to the present?  Recommendations for future 

changes are incomplete without an adequate understanding of past trends. 

 This study of the Michigan Historical Marker Program thusly fills the gap in the 

literature that has been created by the lack of analysis of historical trends in social 

memory as presented by historical markers.  Instead of specific topics and themes in the 

Michigan markers, the focus will be shifts in how these subjects are discussed in the 

markers, both textually and spatially.  Doing so will demonstrate just how 

commemorative place-making has changed within the Michigan Historical Marker 

Program since 1955.  I will offer a new example of how the cultural landscapes of 

monuments can be analyzed, by focusing on analyzing their progression through history.       

 

 



19 
 

CHAPTER 3: DATA AND METHODS 

3.1   Data Acquisition 

 Before the locations and texts of the historical markers could be analyzed, the 

relevant data had to be made available.  The Michigan state government does not 

maintain an electronic database of the historical markers, but there is a website, 

www.michmarkers.com, that is privately owned and operated.  It has coordinates, texts, 

photographs, dedication years, and other notable information about nearly every marker 

that has been installed since the beginning of the program in 1955.  It is kept up to date 

fairly well; at the time of writing, the website includes names for all of 2014’s new 

markers, but it did not have any other data associated with them.  All years before 2014 

are included with full data (barring a few typos and broken links).  The data associated 

with each marker was extracted from the website using import.io, a free web crawling 

software available online.  The data was put into CSV format, and then any extraction 

errors in the data were then corrected manually.  The CSV was then formatted in a way 

that would allow the markers to be mapped according to their coordinate locations in 

ArcMap.   

 The website is lacking data for a small portion of the over 1,800 markers.  There 

are also some infrequent errors in the website’s data.  The book Traveling Through Time: 

A Guide to Michigan’s Historical Markers, a catalogue guidebook of the markers and 

their texts written by former program coordinator Laura Rose Ashlee, was published in 

2005, so it does not include markers that have been erected since then.  Therefore, I 

performed field work to retrieve the unavailable texts and locations.  Field work was 

performed during summer 2015, and it involved online research for photos and 
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coordinates of markers, contacting local historical societies, and traveling to the sites of 

the markers in order to record their GPS locations and texts in person.  It is important to 

note that 13 approved markers have not been accounted for in this study because at the 

time of visiting the site, the marker was either missing or had not been dedicated yet.  

There are several markers that have been approved by the Michigan Historical 

Commission, but the necessary funds for the creation of the marker had not been raised 

by the time I completed my summer field research, so these markers were not yet present 

on the ground.  I did not include these markers that were approved for construction but 

had not been erected yet.  Therefore, only 1,799 of the 1,812 existing markers (or 

approved marker applications) at the time of writing are included in this study.  Their 

locations can be found on Map 1. 

 Once the data was collected, the resulting CSV was viewed and stored as an Excel 

spreadsheet, which included rows for the marker texts and locations in addition to other 

helpful information, such as the marker address, date of creation, and county.  This Excel 

spreadsheet was used to record the categories for the markers which were determined by 

content analysis, as described in the following section.  The Excel sheet was then 

imported into ArcGIS 10, where the GPS coordinates were mapped as XY events, thus 

enabling further spatial analysis.  

 

3.2   Content Analysis & Discourse Analysis 

 Like many other similar studies which examine textual narratives, this study uses 

content analysis and discourse analysis to detect topics and themes presented in the 

historical marker landscape and how they are presented.  1,799 marker texts is a massive  
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Map 1 
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amount of textual data to sort through, and use of both methods is necessary to answer 

the broad research question of how the markers have changed over time.  The first step in 

analyzing the texts is to sort them into categories by topic, followed by analyzing these 

topical categories on a deeper level to detect themes.  Two different markers can both 

reference the same topic and therefore be included in the same topical category, but they 

might each use entirely different thematic approaches based on how they present the 

topic in question.  For instance, while two markers may include reference to the topic of 

Native Americans, they may use completely different word choice and tone by which to 

do so, which makes their overall narratives vastly different.   

 In order to facilitate more efficient and organized analysis, content analysis was 

first used in order to categorize the marker texts based on what topics were included in 

each.  Content analysis is defined by Neuendorf (2002) as “the systematic, objective, 

quantitative analysis of message characteristics.”  Using Excel’s word-based searching 

capabilities and my manual reading of the texts, the markers were categorized based on 

the words that appeared in the texts.  These categories were then refined by further 

contextual reading of the texts in the form of line-by-line coding.  This manual reading 

was necessary in many cases in order to properly determine the context in which a word 

was used.  For instance, not every marker that contains the word “Ford” refers to the Ford 

Motor Company; some instead use the word in their description of Gerald R. Ford, the 

former U.S. president, who was not related to Henry Ford nor involved in the automobile 

company.  Or, the word “Chippewa” could be referring to the indigenous Chippewa tribe 

of Michigan, or it could simply be an objective reference to Chippewa County in the 
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Upper Peninsula.  Therefore, simple content analysis based on word counts alone is not 

capable of accurately dividing the marker texts into categories.   

 Once the markers were split into topical categories, discourse analysis was used in 

order to determine the thematic narrative styles and shifts that could be detected within 

each category, with specific attention paid to changes over time.  Discourse can be 

defined as what meanings are intended in a message and how the message is interpreted 

by an audience (Widdowson 2007).  People take in information that has been molded into 

communicable language, and they interpret its meanings, both explicit and implicit. They 

then pass on the information to others via the method of language.  Discourse is therefore 

both the source of knowledge and the result of it.  The meaning of a discursive text is 

found in three different places: 1) the intended meaning of the speaker or writer, 2) what 

the text itself means, and 3) the meaning of the text to its audiences (Johnstone 2008).  In 

our case, the discursive texts of interest are the writings that appear on each historical 

marker.  Each marker text is bursting with intended meanings in all three places.  Using 

discourse analysis on a select number of markers works to reveal meanings presented by 

the texts and how these meanings reflect attitudes and values regarding historically 

significant places in Michigan.  While every marker involves certain topics that can be 

detected using frequency-based content analysis described above, every marker also tells 

a unique story that must be read while keeping tone, purpose, and historical context in 

mind.  One of the most important first steps of discourse analysis is familiarization with 

the texts through repeated critical reading (Waitt 2005).  This was performed directly 

upon the texts in Microsoft Excel.  Texts were analyzed individually based on their word 

choice, overall tone, and implied connotations surrounding topics.  Each topical category 
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was considered separately, and reading and coding was done in chronological order, from 

the earliest marker to the most recent.  This was done to help detect any narrative changes 

that occurred over time, either gradually or very suddenly. 

 Using both content analysis and discourse analysis allowed for both quantitative 

and qualitative descriptions of each marker topic.  Content analysis gave a clear 

indication of how frequently each topic was mentioned, and discourse analysis enabled 

the detection of how each topic was portrayed by the marker program over time.  As 

stated previously, this is not a new approach when studying monument landscapes; 

several authors cited here use similar methods based on the same goals of a mixed-

methods analysis of textual data (Hanna and Hodder 2015, for example).  However, this 

study focuses on temporal shifts in the data, which is not the main objective of these 

other studies. 

 

3.3   Mapping and Visualization  

 Mapping was performed using a geographic information system (GIS), 

specifically Esri’s ArcMap software.  GIS is a specialized computer database program 

designed for the collection, storage, manipulation, retrieval, and analysis of spatial data 

(Steinberg and Steinberg 2006).  While traditionally used for quantitative analysis, GIS 

can be used to store and visualize qualitatively analyzed data (Jung and Elwood 2010; 

Aitken and Kwan 2010).  The topical categories assigned to the markers could be 

visualized in ArcMap fairly easily, and this facilitated the visualization and discussion of 

the spatial trends of marker content.  Basemap data of county polygons, Great Lakes 

polygons, and surrounding state border polygons were retrieved from the open-source 
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GIS data portals published by both the Michigan Center for Geographic Information and 

ArcGIS Online.   

 The studies by Cook (2014), Hanna and Hodder (2015), and Otterstrom and Davis 

(2016)  attempt to analyze the spatial distributions of large sets of historical markers via 

spatial statistical methods offered in ArcGIS.  However, unlike these two studies, the 

maps presented in the following chapters offer no statistical spatial analysis of the marker 

locations.  The maps are intended to serve as visual aids in presenting the findings of this 

study, for it is much more effective and efficient to visualize qualitative spatial patterns 

than to describe them in written text.  The historical markers are inherently spatial and 

cannot be considered without attempting to take their locations into account, and each of 

the 1,799 markers are georeferenced with coordinates of their exact location.  Therefore, 

it is possible to use geovisualization techniques to map the markers and their topical 

categories even though they are primarily being analyzed qualitatively (see Jung and 

Elwood 2010).  The maps themselves do not tell the whole story, however, and they must 

be considered in conjunction with the corresponding thematic shifts presented in the 

following chapters.  In this way, the study is intended to analyze two dimensions of the 

markers: 1) their texts, specifically what subjects they mention and how the topics are 

portrayed; and 2) their locations relative to the geography of Michigan and the rest of the 

state’s historical markers.   
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CHAPTER 4: HISTORY OF THE PROGRAM 

4.1   Brief History 

 The state government of Michigan has been involved in the practice of marking 

places of perceived historical significance since 1913, when the Michigan Historical 

Commission was first created by the Michigan Historical Commission Act.  The 

Commission partnered with the Mackinac Island State Park Commission in this same 

year to erect several plaques on Mackinac Island to recognize specific locations of 

historic significance (Michigan Historical Commission 2013).  The Commission consists 

of nine persons appointed through a series of nominations by the governor, the state 

Senate majority leader, the speaker of the state House of Representatives, and the 

Historical Society of Michigan.  Commission members serve terms ranging in length 

from one to six years, depending on who nominated them (Michigan Historical 

Commission Act 1913). 

 The act of creating an historical marker in Michigan has become more and more 

regulated since this humble beginning.  Between 1913 and 1955, several state public acts 

were passed that enabled county supervisors to allocate “any sum not to exceed two 

hundred dollars in any one year” for the creation of monuments and memorials at sites of 

historical significance (Michigan Historical Commission 2013, pg. 11).  County 

governments were granted the right in 1919 by yet another public act to raise funds for 

projects that “advance the historical interests of the county” (Michigan Historical 

Commission 2013, pg. 11).  While county governments were given this freedom to fund 

and create their own monuments or historical markers, the Commission had yet to do the 

same on a state-wide level.  There was interest by the Michigan legislature in writing a 
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law that would allow just that in 1941, but the idea was abandoned with the start of 

World War II (Michigan Historical Commission 2013).  

 In 1955 the idea for a state historical marker program came up again, and this 

time the Michigan legislature succeeded in passing the Michigan Historical Markers Act, 

which allowed the Commission to identify sites of historic significance, place them in a 

register, and mark the site with a numbered marker (Michigan Historical Commission 

2013).  Official state markers are the focus of this study, and any local marker that was 

created prior to the birth of the Michigan Historical Marker Program is not considered.  

The first official state marker was soon placed on October 22, 1955 at Beaumont Tower 

on the campus of Michigan State University.  The Michigan Historical Marker Program 

had officially begun.     

 The Michigan Historical Markers Act was merely the first of several changes to 

the process of creating markers, however.  In the 1970s, the Michigan Historical 

Division, which would later become the Michigan Historical Center, began to overhaul 

the state’s historic preservation practices.  The historical marker program was included in 

these changes.  According to former marker program coordinator Laura Rose Ashlee, 

from that time on, the markers began to be based more on historic resources, and 

“historical significance” was given priority over “historic interest” when evaluating the 

criteria for possible marker sites (Ashlee 2005).  While Ashlee never gives a true 

definition of what the difference between historic significance and historic interest is, she 

does claim that the markers at this time “began to be more connected to historic 

resources”, which can be inferred to mean tangible pieces of history such as buildings or 

other manmade structures (Ashlee 2005, pg. 1). The effects of this policy shift on the 
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marker representations are examined in further detail in later chapters.  In 1988, the State 

Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) became the agency responsible for working with 

local applicants in the writing of marker texts.  Fourteen years later, key legislation in the 

form of the Michigan Historical Markers Act of 2002 formalized many aspects of the 

program into law and officially codified the roles of the Michigan Historical Center and 

the Michigan Historical Commission in the creation of markers, as well as other aspects 

of the program such as the application process, the appearance of the markers, the 

acceptance of gifts and donations to the program, and legal procedures to be taken against 

those who remove or vandalize markers.  The details and significance of the Michigan 

Historical Markers Act of 2002 is discussed more fully in the next section.  

 The marker program changed again in 2009 when, in the midst of Michigan’s 

most recent economic crisis and subsequent government budget cuts, Governor Jennifer 

Granholm issued an executive order which eliminated the Department of History, Arts, 

and Libraries (DHAL), the former home of the Michigan Historical Center, the SHPO, 

and the Michigan Historical Commission.  Some of the organizations within the DHAL 

were jettisoned off into other surviving bureaucratic agencies.  The Historical 

Commission and the Historical Center were moved to the Department of Natural 

Resources, and the SHPO was moved to the Housing Development Authority and did not 

take the historical marker program with it (Executive Order No. 2009 – 36).  With these 

changes and austere budget cuts, which involved cutting a $50,000 subsidy of the marker 

program, there was talk of completely privatizing the program and removing it from the 

state government entirely.  It was then that the Historic Preservation program within the 

Department of Geography at Eastern Michigan University (EMU) stepped in.  EMU 
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agreed to house the marker program by involving its students in the researching and 

writing of marker texts.  Starting in 2010, graduate students in the university’s historic 

preservation program have worked with local applicants in the text-writing process as 

part of a capstone project for their historic preservation curricula.  In addition, the 

Michigan History Foundation, a nonprofit organization that raises private money for state 

history programs, has become the administrating agency for the historical marker 

program.  Despite these changes in the actual creation of a marker text, the final wording 

must still be authorized by the Michigan Historical Commission via committee approval 

before the marker can be officially approved.  This process created in 2009 is still being 

used today.   

 

4.2   The Significance of the Michigan Historical Markers Act of 2002 

 In 2002 the marker program became subject to more government oversight with 

the passage of the Michigan Historical Markers Act of 2002, which amended the previous 

1955 act.  This new law established stated goals of the program, criteria for marker 

locations and texts, and restrictions regarding the usage and treatment of markers.  The 

act leaves most of the standards for marker text criteria up to the discretion of the 

Michigan Historical Center and the Commission, with the exception of the rule stating 

that a living Commissioner or government official cannot be mentioned in a text 

(Michigan Historical Markers Act 2002).  The bestowal of such power over the marker-

creating process firmly secures the state as the true proprietor over historical place-

making in the form of historical markers in the state of Michigan, rather than the local 
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activists and grassroots organizations who often are the initiators of the creation of the 

commemorative sites in Michigan. 

 Despite the lack of specified criteria for the markers, the goals for the program are 

explicit, and are stated in the act as follows:  

  

 a) Identify and locate historic sites and subjects having historic significance to    

     this state. 

 b) Educate the public about significant people, places, and things in Michigan     

     history and thereby develop the public’s knowledge of the importance of    

     Michigan history. 

 c) Encourage the public to preserve historic resources indicative of Michigan    

     history and to develop a sense of identity as Michiganians. 

 d) Enhance cultural tourism in this state by encouraging residents and visitors to        

     investigate Michigan history and the state’s historic sites. 

 e) Unite people from various regions of this state through improved dissemination 

     of information about historic resources and places (Michigan Historical      

     Markers Act 2002; pg. 1). 

 

 These goals reveal much about the nature of state-sponsored place-making in 

Michigan.  The reference to increasing tourism shows that the state is aware of the 

economic benefits of heritage tourism and is not only interested in historic preservation 

for its own inherent sake.  This could conceivably cause an added emphasis on placing 

markers in places where tourism is especially important.  The Straits of Mackinac region 

appears to be an illustrative example of higher marker density in places popular with 

tourists.  Additionally, the goal of increasing tourism may be a motivating factor for local 

organizations who apply for markers.  In more remote areas of the state where tourists do 

not commonly go, putting up a state historical marker may be a relatively cheap way to 

get more people who are interested in history to visit the area.        

 The other key theme of these goals is the desire to create a statewide identity.  

State or national monuments and memorials are actively used to create a common sense 
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of identity (Johnson 2002; Shein 2008; Johnson 1995).  The Michigan Historical Marker 

Program sets out to establish what it means to be Michiganian by authoring public and 

highly visible versions of the state’s history.  As seen in these goals, the state government 

actively seeks to develop this identity through the educational aspects of the historical 

marker program.  As will be described in later chapters, the markers and their respective 

topics and presentation styles and syntax have shifted since 1955, and some of the 

differences between markers from the 1950s and today are striking.  Yet, their common 

official status as a Michigan Historical Marker means that they all combine to help create 

a Michiganian historical identity.   

 What, then, makes up this Michiganian identity?  What qualifies a marker as 

contributing to it?  Are marker applications that are perceived by reviewers as being 

inconsistent with this identity less likely to be approved?  Laura Rose Ashlee 

acknowledges that in recent decades the program has shown a willingness to erect 

markers that tell stories that are difficult or controversial, such as those described in both 

“Bath School Disaster” [1991], which tells of the horrific bombing of a local school in 

1927, and “Ossian Sweet House” [2004], which describes the racial violence and division 

in a Detroit neighborhood in the 1920s (Ashlee 2005).  This shows that, at least in recent 

years, the state identity being promoted in the markers is not necessarily being censored 

of some of the less flattering moments in Michigan’s history.  However, deeper analysis 

of the markers as a whole reveals that the way difficult or negative topics have been 

handled by the marker texts has not remained consistent.  This example of thematic 

changes over time shows that the marker landscape cannot be viewed as a sterile, 
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unchanging mirror of Michigan history.  Instead, the shifts over time in the markers are 

just as meaningful as the individual markers themselves.    

 The question remains as to who decides what is included in the markers and 

therefore has a hand in the creation of a state-sponsored Michiganian identity.  There are 

a small handful of government agencies that currently hold control over the marker 

program.  As mentioned previously, the Michigan Historical Markers Act of 2002 does 

not make any direct recommendations or requirements regarding what should or should 

not be included in a new marker.  The Michigan Historical Center and the Michigan 

Historical Commission have the power to decide.  The deferring of decision-making 

power over what sites are eligible for a marker and what can be included in the texts of 

the markers to a few government agencies gives the state government almost complete 

control over the representations produced by the marker program.  While markers often 

depict local history, the local applicants and EMU graduate students writing the texts and 

doing the research must take care to fit these historical narratives within the confines of 

state standards.  According to the official application guidelines, the burden of proof lies 

with the applicant to prove that the site meets one of the following criteria: 

   

 a) Is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad      

     patterns of our history; 

 b) Is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; 

 c) Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of       

     construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic    

     values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 

     may lack individual distinction 

   d) Has yielded or is likely to yield information important to history or prehistory   

     (Michigan Historical Center 2015, pg.1). 
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These criteria are obviously subjective, especially with the importance they place on 

historical significance.  Something that is considered historically significant to a local 

community and by grassroots organizations applying for the marker may not be seen as 

significant enough by state historians for approval.  Defining what is significant to the 

state is left up to experts at the Michigan Historical Center and the Michigan Historical 

Commission.  By directing local applicants to fit their chosen site into this definition, 

these state agencies are actively creating state-sponsored versions of local history. 

 The working definition of historical significance, as used by state officials in 

charge of approving marker applications and texts over the years, has proven to be 

mutable.  As people come and go from these agencies over the years, and as paradigms of 

political correctness and ideology, cultural sensitivity, and preservation practices evolve, 

this is to be expected.  The following chapters take a closer look at this changeability of 

historical place-making in Michigan by documenting noticeable shifts in the subjects 

discussed, how certain topics or groups are presented, and key spatial variations in the 

markers.        
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CHAPTER 5: PROGRAM ERAS 

 When we think about categorizing periods in time, it is common to do so with 

classifications based on equal ranges of time, such as by decade, year, or month.  

However, these ranges of time are arbitrary and may end up splitting groups of texts that 

are more closely related through some other characteristic that transcends these imposed 

borders in time that the researcher may assign to them.  Therefore, via thorough 

background research into the historical development of the Michigan Historical Marker 

Program and the topics included in it, several “eras” have been developed to divide the 

marker texts chronologically more accurately than with something arbitrary such as by 

decade.  The factors that influenced the creation of these eras are diverse.  Laura Rose 

Ashlee, former coordinator of the program, briefly describes some shifts in the marker 

texts that she herself has identified in her book Traveling Through Time: A Guide to 

Michigan’s Historical Markers (2005).  Both Ashlee’s observations and the parallel 

policy changes to the program’s institutional structure within the Michigan government 

(see “History of the Program” chapter) are used for demarcating the program eras, along 

with some of my own observations of the marker texts.  It is important to keep in mind 

that the number of markers dedicated in each year does not remain consistent, and some 

years had many more marker dedications than others (Table 1).  So, some eras include 

larger numbers of markers than others.  
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Table 1 – Number of Markers Dedicated in Each Year* 

 

Year                            Number Year                           Number Year                      Number 

1955…………………………1 1976………………………..22 1997……………………32 

1956…………………………4 1977……………………..…70 1998……………………25 

1957…………………..……42 1978………………………..37 1999……………………30 

1958…………………..……46 1979……………………..…49 2000……………………50 

1959……………………..…17 1980………………………..56 2001……………………37 

1960………………………..12 1981………………………..47 2002……………………26 

1961……………………..…10 1982………………………..37 2003……………………19 

1962………………………..14 1983………………………..37 2004……………………22 

1963………………………..15 1984………………………..35 2005……………………19 

1964………………………..20 1985……………………..…41 2006……………………39 

1965………………………..16 1986…………………..……64 2007……………………22 

1966………………………..15 1987………………………..82 2008……………………12 

1967…………………………6 1988………………………..59 2009……………………25 

1968………………………..10 1989………………………..56 2010……………………14 

1969…………………………8 1990………………………..59 2011……………………..7 

1970………………………..16 1991………………………..49 2012……………………24 

1971………………………..16 1992………………………..46 2013……………………13 

1972………………………..27 1993………………………..43 2014……………………17 

1973……………….……….18 1994………………………..54 2015…………………..6** 

1974………………………..29 1995………………………..32  

1975………………………..30 1996…………..……………21  

*Includes markers that have not been dedicated yet or were found to be missing during 

field research, summer 2015. 

**At the time of writing, the number of markers approved for dedication in 2015 was 6. 

 

 

5.1   First Era: 1955 – 1968   

 The first era observed in the markers stretches from the program’s first marker, 

“Michigan State University”, placed in 1955, through 1968.  Ashlee (2005) describes 

markers of this era as focusing on “settlement, geology, geography, native peoples, and 

military conflicts.”  Landforms are particularly popular in this early period; markers 

describing the historic significance of the four Great Lakes that border Michigan were 

dedicated in 1957 and 1958, and markers about other significant land and water features, 

such as “Mackinac Island” [1956], “Skull Cave” [1958], and “Northernmost Point of 
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Lake Michigan [1965], can be found in this period as well.  Most of the major colleges 

and universities had their own marker by 1968 (Table 2).  Relatively large regions, as 

opposed to small-scale specific sites, often have markers dedicated to them in this period 

(“Eaton County” [1959], “Menominee Area” [1957], and three separate markers called 

“Kalamazoo Region” [1962], for example).  Other popular themes in these early markers 

include famous battle sites, or other places with significance to Michigan’s military 

history, and Native Americans.  The historical development of markers dealing with these 

last two themes is expanded upon in later chapters. 

 Another important feature of the 1955-1968 era of markers is the relative lack of 

those dedicated to buildings.  Ashlee (2005) notes that through 1965, only 48 of the 283 

markers that existed at that time were about buildings.  This changes drastically in the 

1970s, when buildings and other structures of the built environment become the clear 

focus of the program.  This brings us into the second era of the historical markers. 

  

5.2   Second Era: 1969 – 1987 

 The second era is much longer than the first and ranges from 1969 to 1987.  This 

period’s beginning is correlated to the markers’ first noticeable emphasis on recognizing 

historic buildings in 1969, and its end concludes with the State Historic Preservation 

Office’s (SHPO) takeover of the program in 1988.  In addition to the large increase of 

attention paid to buildings the built environment in this era, the yearly accruement of 

markers gets much higher during this period.  The largest number of markers produced in 

a single year in the first era was in 1958 with 46 (see Table 1).  However, in 1969, that  
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Table 2 – Markers for Colleges and Universities: Dedication Years 

 

College Or University Marker Year of Dedication 

Michigan State University 1955 

Eastern Michigan College (now University) 1957 

Ferris State College (now University) 1957 

Michigan Technological University 1957 

University of Michigan 1957 

Albion College 1958 

Wayne State University 1958 

Western Michigan University 1958 

Olivet College 1960 

Alma College 1961 

Adrian College 1962 

Aquinas College 1962 

Hope College 1963 

Spring Arbor College (now University) 1963 

Andrews University 1965 

Calvin College and Seminary 1965 

Northern Michigan University 1966 

Central Michigan University 1968 

Hillsdale College 1968 

Lake Superior State College (now University) 1976 

Kalamazoo College 1978 

Note that all of these markers for major colleges and universities, with the exception of 

Lake Superior State College (University) and Kalamazoo College were dedicated in the 

first 13 years of the program.  The commemoration of colleges and universities was of 

high priority to the program in its early years.   

 

 

number drops to a meager eight before it starts to rise and hits its peak in 1987, when 82 

markers were created.  That the program’s most productive year for creating new markers 

was 1987 may not be a coincidence; 1987 was Michigan’s sesquicentennial anniversary 

of statehood, and according to the “Michigan Historical Commission: A Centennial 

Review” booklet (2013), the Michigan Historical Commission and the Historical Society 

of Michigan worked together “to recommend programs and legislation to commemorate 

Michigan’s sesquicentennial of statehood” (pg. 4).  Increased efforts to create more 
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markers in that year might have been a component of this strategy to commemorate the 

anniversary. 

 

5.3   Third Era: 1989 – 2002        

 The third era is directly correlated to the SHPO’s period of oversight of the 

program, which was 1989 to 2002.  While the topics seen in the markers themselves do 

not appear to show noticeable change in this period, the styles of the marker texts do.  

This period contains the most markers that lack descriptive text other than the name of 

the building or structure it commemorates, the year the structure was built, and, if 

applicable, a note of the building’s inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places.  

Two examples of such a marker is “John Timbers House” [1990], which reads “John 

Timbers House Built C. 1850-1875; Enlarged 1915”, and “Michigan Central Railroad 

Niles Depot” [1993], which reads “Michigan Central Railroad Niles Depot Built in 1892.  

This Property is listed in the National Register of Historic Places.”  Basic marker texts 

that give no context to the site’s history are not limited to this third era, but they are most 

common at around this time and they are not nearly as frequent after 2002.  While the 

cause of this peak in basic, non-discursive marker texts is unknown, it nonetheless is 

notable for its deliberate lack of narrative material that would add historical context to the 

site.  This indicates that these sites are meant to be marked as significant, but the program 

takes no stance on what it is about the sites that makes them so. 
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5.4   Fourth Era: 2003 – Present 

 The final era is mostly based on policy changes regarding the marker program, 

rather than on obvious shifts in the marker texts themselves.  In 2002, the Michigan 

Historical Markers Act was amended to formalize and codify aspects of the program that 

had already been unofficial policy of the Michigan Historical Commission up to that 

point (Michigan Historical Commission 2013; see “History of Program” chapter).  This 

means that any markers created in 2003 and onward were created via this formalized 

structure, and 2003 therefore marks the beginning of the fourth era.  This era also 

contains another important change to the program’s structure in 2009, when the marker 

program was moved from the SHPO to the Michigan Historical Commission, as per 

Governor Granholm’s executive order.  This was also the end of state officials’ active 

role in writing marker texts along with local applicants, for that duty was taken over by 

graduate students in Eastern Michigan University’s historic preservation program (see 

“History of Program” chapter).  Marker texts created since this change are done so 

through the combined efforts of local applicants and EMU graduate students, but are still 

approved by the Michigan Historical Commission.  Markers at this time feature a great 

diversity of topics, including buildings, individual persons, tourism, and cemeteries.  

There do not appear to be any real shifts in the marker texts themselves from markers 

dedicated since, so both policy periods are included in the same era, which continues to 

this day. 

 At the time of writing, the most commonly mentioned topic in the marker texts is 

“Buildings and Manmade Structures” (Table 3).  This is followed by “Economic 

Livelihoods,” “European Heritage,” “Military History,” “Native Americans,” and  
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Table 3 – Ten Most Common Topics in Michigan Historical Markers 

 

Topic………………………………..…………………………….....Number of Markers 

Buildings and Manmade Structures………………………………………..………....1,236 

 Economic Livelihoods*                  

     Logging…………………………………………………………...………………....196 

     Agriculture…………………………………………………………..……….....…….99 

     Auto…………………………………………………...……………..………………..63 

     Tourism……………………………………………………..………..……………….59 

     Mining…………………………………………………………………..…………....57 

     Fur Trade…………………………………………………………………..……...….35 

     Fishing…………………………………………………………………….………….31 

 European Heritage* 

     French……………………………………………………………………….………..71 

     German/Bavarian..........……………………………………………………..………..68 

     Irish…………………………………………………………………………..……….37 

     Dutch…………………………………………………………………………….…...32 

     English/Cornish…………………...…………………………………………….……23 

     Polish………….………………………………………………………………….…..16 

     Scottish…………..…...……………………………………………………………….10 

Military History…….…………………………………………………………………..173 

Native Americans….…………………………………………………………………...148 

African Americans….……………………………………………………………………81 

Arts………………………………………………………………………..……………..75 

Cemeteries……………….………………………………………………………………75 

Natural Features/Wildlife.……………………………………………………………….58 

Disasters………………….……………………………………………………………...48 

*For “Economic Livelihoods” and “European Heritage,” only the top seven largest 

subcategories are included. 

 

 

“African Americans.”  Besides “Buildings and Manmade Structures,” each of these 

topics are explored in detail in the following chapters.  “Buildings and Manmade 

Structures” are not analyzed because buildings are often described in the context of other 

topics that are associated with them and thusly would fall into at least one other 

additional category.  In their respective chapters, “Economic Livelihoods” and “European 

Heritage” categories are split into the specific economic activities or European groups, 
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respectively, that are described by the individual markers.  In both chapters, only the 

most frequently mentioned economic activities or European groups are analyzed. 

 The purpose of pointing out the general shifts in the historical markers is to 

properly contextualize the changes that take place within the specific topics that are 

explored more deeply in the following chapters.  Some of the topics or themes do not 

undergo many noticeable shifts in narrative style, degree of inclusion, or other factors 

over the years, but it is important to keep the overall trends of the entire program’s 

history in mind.  In some cases, it may be that a lack of significant change within a 

specific topic is itself a noteworthy exception to the program’s overall tendency to 

change over time.  Also, some of the fluctuations that do occur within specific topics 

coincide with the transitions between general eras, while some do not.  A change in one 

particular topic’s narrative is occasionally one of several such shifts that make up a larger 

sea change in the marker program as a whole.  Therefore, understanding the identified 

eras and their characteristics lays the foundation for considering the different scales at 

which changes in the historical markers occur.     
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CHAPTER 6: REPRESENTATIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS 

6.1   Introduction 

 Now that the background of the Michigan Historical Marker Program and general 

eras that describe the progression of historical markers have been addressed, we can 

narrow our focus to specific topics that are commonly commemorated in the markers.  

One of the most frequent characteristics of individuals or groups in marker texts is that of 

ethnic heritage or race.  Many different groups, cultural identities, and nationalities are 

included in Michigan’s historical markers.  The group that has experienced the most 

dramatic change in portrayal by the markers is African Americans.  At the time of 

writing, 81 markers described African Americans.  The legal and social status of African 

Americans has improved greatly since 1955, most notably with the Civil Rights 

movement, and it is fascinating to see how the Michigan Historical Marker Program has 

addressed the growing empowerment of African Americans through the production of 

markers and marker texts.   

 

6.2   Language and Word Choice 

 One of the most obvious ways to track the shifting narrative of African American 

history in marker texts is to view the language that is used to refer to them.  The first 

marker that refers to African Americans directly is “The Underground Railroad” in 

Vandalia, dedicated in 1957.  The marker reads: 

   

 “Vandalia prior to the Civil War was the junction of two important ‘lines’ of the 

 ‘Underground Railroad.’  Slaves fleeing through Indiana and Illinois came to 

 Cass County where Quakers and others gave them shelter.  Fugitives seeking a 

 refuge in Canada were guided to ‘stations’ to the east.  Many stayed here and 
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 built a unique Negro rural colony.  Slave-hunting by Kentuckians led to legal 

 action  and increased North-South tensions.” 

  

Using the term “Negro” to refer to African Americans is an outdated reference which 

would be frowned upon by modern standards; yet, it is still present in the Michigan 

Historical Marker Program, and there is no known process used to edit or replace markers 

with such language.  “Negro” can be found in marker texts until 1978.  The term is also 

used in 2014’s “Hamtramck Stadium”, but the use of the term in that particular marker is 

an historical reference to the Negro National League, the all-African American baseball 

league that used the stadium when it was first built in the 1930s.  What makes the 

program’s use of the term even more interesting is a particular marker’s implied 

recognition of the outdatedness of its use.  The marker “Detroit Plaindealer” [1977] 

reads: 

  

 “The office of the Plaindealer, Detroit’s first successful black newspaper, was 

 located on this site.  Founded in 1883 by five young men, it served as an advocate 

 of black interests in Michigan and throughout the Midwest.  Especially concerned 

 with developing racial pride, the paper preferred the designation ‘Afro-American’ 

 rather than Negro and encouraged the support of black businessmen and 

 politicians.  Its managing editor Robert Pelham Jr. was perhaps the best known 

 black political figure in late-nineteenth century Detroit.  In 1889 he helped 

 organize the Afro-American League, the first nationally prominent civil rights 

 group.  Later he held the position of census clerk with the federal government.  

 The Plaindealer, however, failed to receive sufficient support in the community 

 and ceased publication in 1894.”        

  

Part of the historic significance of the Plaindealer, according to this marker text, is its 

positive impact on the African American community, which included using more 

progressive language in its publications.  This indicates that the marker program was 

aware of the importance of using more contemporary terminology at the time of the 
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marker’s dedication in 1977.  Despite this, one other marker in 1977 (“First Michigan 

Colored Regiment” [1977]) and two in 1978 (“David Augustus Straker” [1978] and 

“Omega Psi Phi” [1978]) still used “Negro” as an offhand, improper noun.  There appears 

to be a gradual shift in language that begins in 1975 with the first usage of the term 

“black.”  This overlaps with use of “Negro”, and some markers use both terms in the 

same text.  “Black” is used exclusively from 1979 to 1991, when “African American” 

makes its first appearance in marker texts.  Both “black” and “African American” are 

used interchangeably from 1991 through today. 

  

6.3   Thematic Representations 

 In addition to changes in word choice, markers referring to African Americans 

show a clear progression in themes and inclusion.  Before 1975, there is a noticeable 

dearth of markers dedicated to African American history in Michigan, with only nine 

such markers.  Every marker through 1969 that makes any kind of reference to African 

Americans does so through the topic of anti-slavery movements in Michigan, consisting 

of  the Underground Railroad, anti-slavery Quakers, and other white leaders of the anti-

slavery movement.  All but one of these markers placed in the first 14 years of the 

program offer no narratives of African American experiences.  “The Underground 

Railroad” [1957] mentioned above briefly mentions a “unique Negro colony” built in 

Vandalia by fugitive slaves, but this could hardly be argued to offer significant 

interpretation of African American perspectives.  The only direct reference to African 

Americans who were directly involved with pushing for the abolition of slavery is found 

in the “Frederick Douglass – John Brown Meeting” marker in Detroit, which was placed 
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in 1962, suggesting that the program tends to pay more attention to white abolitionists’ 

efforts.  The first marker that refers to African Americans in a context not related to anti-

slavery movements is “Negro Settlers” in Morton Township, which was placed in 1970.  

As its title suggests, the marker refers to African American settlers migrating to Morton 

Township during the 1860s to “live as farmers and woodsmen.”  Several other markers 

were dedicated in the early 1970s that document significant people in African American 

history of Michigan, but they are few and far between. 

 In 1975, the same year that “black” is first used in marker texts, the number of 

markers referring to important people, places, and events of African American history 

makes a conspicuous leap.  Six different markers dedicated in 1975 alone refer to home 

sites of important African Americans: Malcolm X (Lansing), George DeBaptiste 

(Detroit), Fannie Richards (Detroit), William Ferguson (Detroit), William Lambert 

(Detroit), and Elijah McCoy (Detroit).  Another marker placed in 1975 describes Second 

Baptist Church in Detroit, an institution founded in 1836 by thirteen former slaves.  This 

noticeable increase in the inclusion of African Americans in the marker landscape 

continues through the late 1970s. 

 From 1975 onward, markers dedicated to African American history become much 

more commonplace, and they mostly refer to African American community leaders, 

church congregations, and secular organizations that made positive impacts on African 

American communities in Michigan.  This combined with the steadily evolving language 

used in such markers indicates a clear shift in the markers towards more positive 

inclusion of African Americans in the public memory of Michigan.   
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 The sudden increase of African American markers in 1975 may be partly due to 

the fact that Michigan did not have large populations of African Americans before the 

first Great Migration that occurred from the 1910s through the 1930s.  Hundreds of 

thousands of African Americans came to Michigan’s cities during this time to escape the 

economic hardships and institutional discrimination of the South and find jobs working in 

the North’s manufacturing centers (Martin 1993).  According to Laura Rose Ashlee in 

Traveling Through Time (2005), there was a general requirement that any historic site or 

event must be at least fifty years old for it to be considered for a marker.  This general 

rule is only broken occasionally by markers that reference especially significant events; 

for example, World War II is first mentioned in the marker “Ypsilanti”, dedicated in 

1963.  Also, there are no markers dedicated specifically to living historical figures, 

indicating that the program used this as a criterion as well.  Strict observance of these 

rules would have made the creation of African American markers difficult (except for 

reference to abolitionists or the Underground Railroad), for Michigan did not have a 

significant African American population until the Great Migration, which was not fifty 

years old at the beginning of the marker program in 1955.  Regardless of any opinion one 

might have on the fairness or equity of such a policy, it seemingly influenced the 

commemorative landscape. 

   Since the 1970s, the program has shown more inclusion of positive African 

American experiences.  One of the most recent markers placed referring to African 

Americans, “Little River School House” [2012] in Morton Township, tells a story of 

African American empowerment: 
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 “The original one-room log schoolhouse on this site opened in 1877 under the 

 direction of Isaac and Lucy Berry.  The multi-racial community known as Little 

 River raised the present building in 1905.  It was the local school and community  

 center until 1935.  The Berry family landscaped the property around the lake 

 including the beach, calling it Pleasant View.  They sold it to Mecosta County for 

 a park after Lucy Berry’s death.  Born into slavery, Isaac Berry (1831-1914) 

 escaped from bondage in Missouri to freedom in Canada in 1858.  There he 

 married Lucy Millard (1838- 1926), a white woman he met while enslaved in 

 Missouri.  The Berrys moved to Morton Township in 1877 with other black and 

 multi-racial families.  They bought cutover land, and Isaac served as the 

 postmaster, blacksmith, and school director.  Lucy became the Little River 

 School’s first teacher.” 

 

This inclusion of African American enfranchisement and racial harmony in Michigan 

contrasts strongly with Morton Township’s first marker, “Negro Settlers” [1970], which 

reads: 

  

 “In the 1860s, Negroes from southern Michigan, Ohio, and southwest Ontario 

 settled in this region as farmers and woodsmen.  Some of them moved to new 

 villages in Mecosta and Isabella counties.  Schools and churches founded in the 

 area were integrated.  Among these was the Wheatland Church of Christ, 

 established in nearby  Remus in 1869.  Their pioneering spirit provided unity that 

 has led to the Old Settlers’ reunions that occur annually at this spot, the 

 homestead of one of the early families.  The  picnics date back to the 1890s.” 

  

This earlier marker is a more sterile depiction of African Americans and does not include 

any specific accounts of African Americans who lived in the area.  The vague language 

of “pioneering spirit” offers the only semblance of recognition for the accomplishments 

of the community being commemorated. The importance of the site is based in the fact 

that African Americans lived here, rather than African Americans here earned and 

enjoyed successful livelihoods like that of Isaac Berry.  Also, while “Negro Settlers” 

notes that the community was integrated in the public settings of churches and schools, 

“Little River School House” describes the much deeper domestic integration of whites 
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and blacks in the area by documenting multiracial families and the marriage of the 

Berrys.  Both markers, found in the same municipal township but dedicated 42 years 

apart, can be viewed as symbols of how the Michigan Historical Marker Program’s 

depictions of African Americans have changed over the years.  They have become more 

inclusive and detailed when describing African American experiences and contributions 

to society, and they have also slowly yet steadily changed the language used to refer to 

African Americans.    

 

6.4   Spatial Bias Toward Detroit 

 While the textual presentations of African Americans in markers have changed 

considerably since 1955, their spatial distribution across the state has not.  The majority 

of markers that deal with African American history are concentrated in Detroit and its 

suburbs, and this has not really changed (Map 2).  At the time of writing, 46 of the total 

81 African American history markers in Michigan are found in Wayne, Macomb, and 

Oakland counties in and around Detroit.  This count does not include markers that refer to 

white anti-slavery movements and have no inclusion of African American experience.  

Furthermore, most of the markers that are not found in this particular region are found in 

other urban areas in the southern part of the state.  Very few are located in predominantly 

rural areas.  There are no markers in the Upper Peninsula that deal directly with African 

American history.  

 This spatial pattern is not completely surprising; Detroit is known for having a 

large African American population, and the city was the final destination of many  
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Map 2 
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African American families during the Great Migration of the early 20
th

 century (Martin  

1993).  It is certainly understandable that Detroit would thus be the epicenter for the 

markers commemorating African American history, especially when taking into account 

the fact that markers are initiated by local applicants.  However, this logic makes the lack 

of many other African American markers in other Michigan cities surprising.  Grand 

Rapids, the state’s second-largest city, also has a large African American population, but 

there are no markers in the area that refer to African American history.  Lansing, Flint, 

and Kalamazoo have three, three, and zero such markers, respectively, with all three of 

Flint’s placed since 1994.   

 There is a slight indication that this overwhelming spatial bias towards Detroit is 

starting to even out.  Since 2005, only four of the total sixteen African American markers 

placed have been in Wayne County.  This is slightly skewed, however, by the creation of 

five separate markers in 2009 commemorating Idlewild, a vacation and retirement 

community in Lake County that was originally founded as a vacation spot for African 

American families in 1915 before the desegregation era (Map 3 and Map 4).  It remains 

to be seen if the marker landscape is truly shifting toward a more even distribution of 

markers commemorating African American history across the state. 

  

6.5   Conclusion 

 There is room for debate as to how to explain the Michigan Historical Marker 

Program’s conspicuous lack of markers recognizing African American history before 

1975.  Is the lack of many significant markers before that year simply due to the fact that  

 



51 
 

Map 3 
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Map 4 
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Michigan had a relatively small African American population before the Great Migration, 

and the strict observance of the “fifty year rule” rendered any candidate sites for markers 

ineligible before the mid-1970s?  Or, was the lack of African American markers in the 

first 20 years of the program due to leaders deemphasizing the significance of African 

American historical sites?  Of the seven markers dedicated in 1975 that directly refer to 

African Americans, four of these portray people who had died before 1925, and one 

describe a church that was founded in 1836.  This lends credence to the more critical 

stance of the program’s exclusivity towards African Americans in the first 20 years, 

because many of the sites that were given markers in the mid-1970s were eligible for 

markers from the start of the program in 1955. 

 In contrast to this sudden shift in inclusion of African American experiences, the 

change in choice of words by which the marker texts refer to African Americans is much 

more gradual.  While the early markers use the outdated (and by today’s common 

standards, offensive) term “Negro”, the marker texts slowly yet steadily shifted to using 

“black” and, more recently, “African American” as terms to refer to Americans with 

African heritage.  This shows that the marker program has been willing to adapt its 

textual politics to reflect the current social expectations regarding race, but not to the 

extent that markers with outdated language are altered or replaced.   

 Overall, the Michigan Historical Marker Program has shown progress since 1955 

in its presentation of African American experiences and history in Michigan social 

memory.  However, there is still a lot of room for improvement.  Only 4.5% of the 1,799 

markers included in this study are considered to deal directly with African American 

history, which is a miniscule amount considering the sizeable population of African 
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Americans in Michigan, at 14.2% of the state population at the last national census (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2010).  This is partially explained by the fact that Michigan did not have a 

significant African American population until the Great Migration of the early decades of 

the 20
th

 century, so the historic record of African American history which could be 

commemorated is shorter than that of some other groups in the state.  However, the fact 

that the markers that do refer to African American history are largely concentrated in 

three specific counties in the Detroit area, despite the existence of other large African 

American populations elsewhere in Michigan, indicates that the Michigan Historical 

Marker Program has not yet fully tapped into the histories of African Americans in these 

other urban communities. 
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CHAPTER 7: EUROPEAN HERITAGE AND IDENTITIES 

7.1   Introduction 

 While the initial inclusion of African Americans in the Michigan Historical 

Marker Program landscape was largely delayed two decades, histories of Europeans that 

came to Michigan can be found in many of the early markers of the 1950s and 1960s.  

The Michigan Historical Marker Program mentions many European nationalities, 

including French, German/Bavarian, English/Cornish, Dutch, Scottish, Irish, Belgian, 

Swedish, Finnish, Norwegian, Slovenian, and several others.  This is a testament to the 

diversity of immigrant groups that have come to make Michigan their home throughout 

the state’s history (Vander Hill 1970).  The representations of European groups are 

heterogeneous across time and space as well.  This is true when either considering a 

specific group’s representativeness or comparing multiple groups.  This chapter describes 

the historical progression and spatial distribution of the narratives regarding European 

heritage in Michigan.   

 

7.2   1955-1968: Exploring and Conquering the Wilderness 

 The first clear pattern in commemoration of European influence in the markers 

coincides with the first general era described in the “Program Eras” chapter.  This era 

stretches from the program’s beginning in 1955 to 1968, and is characterized by markers 

about geographic features, native peoples, and early military conflicts.  The vast majority 

of European markers of this era deal with the state’s early history before the French and 

Indian War (1754-1763) and the Revolutionary War (1775-1783).  This naturally 

excludes European groups that were not present in Michigan at that time.  The result is 
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that most markers in the first few years of the program refer to the French and the British, 

whose struggle for territory in the Great Lakes region helped contribute to the escalation 

of the French and Indian War (Anderson 2005).  The French and English are largely 

portrayed as brave explorers who conquered the wild and hostile lands around the Great 

Lakes.  This narrative is created through accounts of the French 1) discovering and 

exploring physical geographic features, 2) overcoming and converting native peoples, 

and 3) clashing with military enemies.     

 The French in particular are mentioned frequently in the first years of the 

program.  The year 1957 saw 16 different markers dedicated to the French with the 

dominant themes of conquering the land and water, indigenous peoples, and military 

enemies of Michigan.  “St. Ignace,” dedicated in 1957 in the town of the same name, 

provides a useful example: 

  

 “Pere Marquette established in 1671 the Mission of St. Ignace.  French troops 

 soon after built Fort Buade.  The state’s second oldest white village guarded the 

 Straits  while serving as the most important French fur post in the northwest.  By 

 1706, both the fort and mission were abandoned.  Only in the 19
th

 century did 

 lumbering and fishing revive the town.” 

  

In this marker text, we see all three themes intertwining to create the narrative of intrepid 

exploration: physical features of the landscape (the Straits), indigenous peoples (Mission 

of St. Ignace and fur post, both built as places of European interaction with Native 

Americans), and military competition (French troops and their creation of Fort Buade). 

 The French are credited by many markers as being the first to see some of 

Michigan’s most important geographical landmarks.  All four of Michigan’s Great Lakes 

markers make specific mention of the French, as do others about geographic features like 
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“Grand Traverse Bay” [1957] and “Mackinac Straits” [1958].  The inclusion of the 

French in markers about Michigan’s arguably most famous geographic landmarks, the 

Great Lakes, cements the French as important discoverers and explorers of Michigan.  

The “Lake Huron” [1957] marker in Bearinger Township reads: 

 

 “This, the fifth-largest lake in the world, was the first of the Great Lakes seen by 

 white men.  By following the Ottawa River route, Samuel de Champlain in 1615 

 came to the ‘Freshwater Sea.’  It was a half a century before the French fully 

 understood the lake’s size.  Lake shipping has swelled immensely since the 

 Griffin’s solitary voyage in 1679.  Much of the shore is still as wild as when 

 Huron Indians were the only travelers on the lake.” 

 

This portrayal of Lake Huron as a virgin wilderness prioritizes the roles of white French 

explorers such as Champlain over the experiences of indigenous groups who had been 

living near the lake before the French had ever stepped foot in North America (Riley 

2013).  The other markers from this period about physical landmarks that also refer to the 

French maintain this same narrative of white men’s “discovery.” They give little credit to 

indigenous groups who were already there and often served as guides for the explorers, 

besides the occasional description of them as either violent savages or heathens in need of 

Christianity. 

 French missionaries and their relations with indigenous peoples are common 

subjects in this period from 1955 to 1968 as well.  Pere Marquette, who is mentioned in 

five separate markers in this early period alone, is described as both a heroic missionary 

and an intrepid explorer.  Catholic missions established by Jesuit French missionaries 

were designed to convert and educate Michigan’s indigenous peoples.  These actions are 

portrayed as noble acts of both overcoming the physical environment and winning over 
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the hearts and minds of the “savages,” the term used in “Early Missionary Bark Chapel” 

[1959]: 

  

 “According to descriptions by Jesuit missionaries, the bark chapels which were 

 built among the Indians of the Great Lakes looked like this.  In such primitive 

 huts far from civilization, the courageous French ‘black robes’ lived and sought 

 to turn the minds of the savages to Christianity.  One of this illustrious company, 

 Father Claude Dablon from the mission of Sault Ste. Marie and later general of 

 the Jesuits in Canada, wintered on Mackinac Island in 1670-1671 and carried on 

 missionary work here.  It is in memory of these heroic pioneer priests that this 

 reconstruction of a bark chapel is dedicated.” 

 

While this particular marker text certainly raises further questions about depictions of 

indigenous groups in the markers (see the “Representations of Native Americans” 

chapter), its interpretation of French missionaries is clearly one of gallantly claiming 

Native American souls for Christianity, as indicated by the use of adjectives like 

“illustrious” and “heroic.” 

   The final element of the unforgiving landscape that early Europeans faced 

according to the marker texts is military enemies.  The French and British clashed over 

control of the fur trade with indigenous tribes and fought for control over strategic 

locations such as both the Mackinac Straits and the Detroit River area.  These conflicts 

bubbled over during the French and Indian War, which resulted in a British victory and 

the retreat of the French from Michigan.  Markers that refer to such conflicts between 

Europeans in Michigan will be discussed more deeply in the “Military History” chapter.  

It is, however, a clear narrative element in early markers referring to European influence 

in Michigan.   

 The theme of conquering a hostile wilderness are the only historical or cultural 

contributions attributed to the French until 1972’s “Scales’ Prairie,” which describes the 
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French heritage of Louis Moran, the man who opened a log tavern in 1834 that would 

eventually become known as Scales’ Prairie.  However, “Scales’ Prairie” does not mark a 

significant shift taking place in the program’s discourse of French influence in Michigan; 

markers referring to the French have rarely strayed from the early themes of exploration, 

missionaries, fur trading, and early settlement even to today.   

 The other European group that is most frequently mentioned in the early years of 

the program is the English
1
.  While there are only six early markers about the English in 

this early period from 1955 to 1959 (as compared to 25 about the French), four of these 

six are in reference to English traders and their rivalry with their French counterparts, a 

continuation of the theme of competition with hostile enemies.  A fifth, “Skull Cave” 

[1959], describes the potential danger presented to English traders by indigenous peoples. 

“The Copper Country” [1958], refers to English copper miners in the Keweenaw 

Peninsula, and it is the only marker from the first era of 1955 to 1968 that deviates from 

the theme of exploration and conflict.  While later markers referring to the English 

largely do not continue this theme in the same way that French markers do, these earliest 

markers are consistent with the era’s European narrative of exploration and conquest. 

 The discourse presented by markers from 1955 to 1968 regarding European 

influence in Michigan is dense with references to the French and English as explorers, 

traders, soldiers, and missionaries who sought to conquer the hostile wilderness of 

Michigan.  The narrative is shaped by describing how these Europeans conquered 

                                                      
1
 There are many markers that only refer to “British” identity, but most only do so in 

reference to the British military, Great Britain or the United Kingdom itself.  Different 

nationalities within the United Kingdom (English/Cornish, Irish, and Scottish) are 

separately mentioned in the markers, so these different nationalities that make up the 

United Kingdom are examined separately here. 
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physical geographic barriers and features, indigenous peoples, and competing military 

enemies.  These markers feature stories of heroic struggles for survival and territorial 

gains, daring explorations of a New World, and determined spreading of Christianity 

among the native population.  This narrative theme has not changed since this first era 

regarding the French, who are still largely portrayed in such ways today, but 

representations of the English have shifted since 1969.   

 

7.3   1969-Present: Many Groups, Few Themes 

 While the markers dedicated to European influence before 1969 are mostly about 

the French and English, there is a distinct shift after this to include other European 

immigrant groups.  The most numerous of these are the Germans/Bavarians, Irish, Dutch, 

English/Cornish, and Polish (Table 4).  The French also continue to be frequently  

mentioned after 1969, but the most common narrative of conquering the wilderness 

described above has continued to be the most common.  In contrast, these other groups 

start getting included consistently after 1969, often in the contexts of religious freedom 

and success stories of immigrant settlers. 

 By far the most common thematic context in which European groups are 

presented from 1969 to today is their establishment of Christian churches and traditions 

and their persistence to today.  Catholic and Protestant congregations and their respective 

church buildings are commonplace sites for markers from 1969 to the present.  One of the 

distinguishing shifts in focus in marker sites that denotes the end of the first era in the late 

1960s is the swing towards focusing on buildings and manmade structures as primary 

locations for historical markers.  This shift could at least partly explain the   
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Table 4 – Number of Markers in which European Heritage Groups are Mentioned* 

 

Group Number of markers 

French 71 

Germans/Bavarians 68 

Irish** 37 

Dutch 32 

English/Cornish** 23 

Polish 16 

Scottish** 10 

Finnish 9 

Swedish 9 

Prussians 7 

Italians 5 

*Only groups that are mentioned in at least five different markers are included. 

** There are many markers that only refer to “British” identity, but most only do so in 

reference to the British military, Great Britain, or the United Kingdom itself.  Different 

nationalities within the United Kingdom (English/Cornish, Irish, and Scottish) are 

separately mentioned in the markers and are counted above.  Markers that only include 

“British” identity are not counted. 

 

 

increased attention paid to church buildings and, by association, the histories of their 

congregations.  The preoccupation with church buildings after 1969 is so pronounced that 

it even makes distinguishing between marker texts in the data difficult; for instance, there 

are 15 different markers all with the same title of “First Congregational Church” and 14 

with the title “First Presbyterian Church.”   

 While certainly not all markers related to churches and religion necessarily refer 

to Europeans, there is no denying that many markers discussing Europeans are related to 

religious practices, namely Christianity.  Of the 68 markers referring to Germans, 41 of 

them mention the Christian religion of the German communities or individuals in 

question, usually Lutheran or Catholic.  The percentage is even higher for Irish markers, 

where 29 of 37 are dedicated explicitly to churches and their congregations, which are 
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almost exclusively Catholic.  The Dutch are also very often represented in the context of 

Christianity, with 20 of 33 markers related to Dutch Christians, mostly of the Reformed 

faith.  Yet another significant European group with ample religious references in the 

markers is the Polish, where 13 of 16 markers deal with Catholicism.  Interestingly, this 

trend is not seen in English/Cornish nor Scottish markers, where only 5 of 23 and 3 of 10 

total markers deal with religion, respectively.  It is unclear why these two particular 

groups are not presented in religious contexts as often.  They instead largely describe 

immigrant success stories, which are described later in this chapter. 

 A tendency toward narratives of religious heritage suggests that Christianity is 

one of the most, if not the most, important cultural trait that European groups brought 

with them to Michigan.  An immigrant group’s respective religion is often depicted by 

the markers as a uniting force in the community that has lasted to today, connecting the 

present to the first-generation settlers that originally came from Europe.  A dramatic 

example is seen in the marker “Graafschap Christian Reformed Church” [1977] in 

Graafschap, which describes the Reformed Church as a lasting legacy of the first Dutch 

settlers to arrive in the area: 

 

 “Erected in 1862, this church was the center of the Dutch immigrant community.  

 The first settlers in this area arrived in early 1847 led by the Reverend Albertus C. 

 Van Raalte.  In June of that year, a separate group of seventy people from 

 Graafschap Betheim near the Dutch border founded this village which they 

 named Graafschap.  Joined by thirty-four other immigrants from Drenthe, the 

 Netherlands, the villagers shared common religious views and spoke similar 

 dialects.  Before erecting a log church in 1849 near this site, these early settlers 

 attended services conducted by Van Raalte in nearby Holland.  Graafschap 

 followed Van Raalte’s example by affiliating with the Reformed Church in 

 America in 1850.  Seven years later, the congregation severed that tie and 

 reasserted its independence.  Those who established this church were among 

 thousands of Europeans who sought to escape religious and political persecution 

 and economic depression by emigrating to America in the 1840s.  Later, 
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 Graafschap was one of the founding members or the Christian Reformed Church, 

 which bound itself closely to Dutch customs and ways of thinking, as evidenced 

 by the fact that this church’s parishioners continued to speak Dutch for two 

 generations...The Graafschap Christian Reformed Church is a noteworthy symbol 

 of continuity in what is still a predominantly Dutch-German-American 

 community.” 

  

This narrative suggests that the religious traditions of the Dutch people of this area is a 

unifying connection to the past and that early Dutch settlers were successful in finding 

religious freedom in America and establishing a long-lasting way of life centered on their 

faith. 

 Descriptions of finding religious freedom in Michigan hints at another theme that 

is common in European-related markers erected from 1969 to today, the successful 

pursuit of the American Dream.  Optimistic stories of European settlers coming to 

Michigan to find a better life are often found from 1969 onward, whether it be finding 

work in the mines of the Upper Peninsula (“Houghton County/Courthouse” [1989]), 

deseirable cheap land prices (“St. Augustine Church and Cemetery” [1995]), or finding 

success in the booming lumber industry (“Elowsky Mill” [2002]).  One of the best 

examples of the narrative of Europeans finding success in Michigan is that of “Hume 

House”, dedicated in Muskegon in 1988: 

 

 “Built in 1887-89, this massive Queen Anne style house served the Thomas Hume 

 family through four generations…Thomas Hume (1848-1920) was  the business 

 partner of Charles H. Hackley from 1881 to 1905.  An Irish immigrant, Hume 

 came to Muskegon in 1872 and began working as Hackley’s bookkeeper.  After 

 Hackley’s death, Hume was instrumental in transforming Muskegon from a 

 lumber town to a major manufacturing center. At the time of his death in 1920, he 

 was serving as an officer with the Amazon Knitting Company, Shaw Electric 

 Crane Works, Sargent Manufacturing Company, Chase-Hackley Piano Company, 

 the Stand Malleable Company, and the Hackley National Bank.” 

 

 



64 
 

It is clear that the marker considers Thomas Hume’s career to be the most significant 

aspect of this life, as no other details such as his family, personality, or charitable works 

are mentioned.  Such an exhaustive list of Hume’s business ventures at the end of the text 

emphasizes his growth from a lowly Irish immigrant bookkeeper to a prominent 

businessman with stakes in many industries in West Michigan.  This serves as an 

excellent example of how the Michigan Historical Marker Program after 1969 has tended 

to portray Europeans as successful in their attempts to realize their own American Dream 

in Michigan. 

 

7.4   Spatial Trends 

 The spatial trends of European markers have not changed much since the 

beginning of the program.  Each European group was analyzed separately in order to 

determine if certain regional biases were present.  Only the four most numerous groups 

are included here.  Several have distinct regional concentrations in where they are 

mentioned in markers, but not all.   

 The spatial distribution of French markers has mostly constant through the years.  

Unsurprisingly, they are concentrated in areas where the French settled and established 

military and trading outposts in Michigan’s frontier before they were expelled from 

Michigan by the British after the French and Indian War (Anderson 2005).  Many of the 

markers are clustered in one of three particular areas: Berrien County in the southwest; 

the southeast around the old site of Fort Detroit and surrounding settlements; and the 

northern water travel chokepoint of the Mackinac Straits (Map 5).  Of these clusters, the  
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Map 5 
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southeast has the most markers, but is also spread out over the largest area.  Most markers  

that are not located in one of these three areas are located along one of Michigan’s 

coastlines.  There are exceptions to these patterns, but these basic spatial trends have 

remained more or less constant. 

 Spatial trends in German markers are not quite as obvious, but there are clusters 

in the Lake St. Clair coast area of Detroit and south of Saginaw Bay around Frankenmuth 

(Map 6).  There are others scattered around the state as well.  These slight spatial biases 

have not undergone any significant shifts since the first German marker in 1958.  Irish 

markers are also concentrated in the southeast part of the Lower Peninsula, although the 

clustering is neither as dense nor tightly bound to the Detroit River or Lake St. Clair as 

those of German and French markers (Map 7).   This suggests that Irish markers are more 

spread around Detroit’s suburban areas rather than packed into the center of the city like 

other European groups’ markers, perhaps indicating that Irish immigrants tended to settle 

in the areas around the outside of Detroit rather than near the city’s center.   

 The most noticeable spatial bias of a European group is seen in that of markers 

referring to the Dutch.  Almost every single one of the markers that refer to the Dutch are 

in or around Holland, Michigan in Ottawa and Allegan counties in West Michigan (Map 

8).  As the name implies, Holland is a place of strong Dutch heritage ties.  Albertus Van 

Raalte led a group of Dutch settlers to this area in the late 1840s and established a Dutch 

colony whose cultural legacy has lasted to today.  Such a distinct isolation of markers 

referring to Dutch influence in one small area of the state suggests that Dutch heritage 

has not had much impact on other areas in Michigan, at least according to the Michigan 

Historical Marker Program. 
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Map 6 
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Map 7 
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Map 8 
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 It seems obvious from such cursory summaries of spatial trends that regions with 

higher populations of a certain European heritage would have the most markers  

about the group; for instance, there is a very high concentration of people with Dutch 

ancestry in Ottawa and Allegan counties, and the extreme bias of Dutch markers towards 

this region is obvious.  Despite this, it would be too easy to attribute spatial biases to 

current demographics alone.  For example, as we have seen, African American markers 

are sometimes sparse even in cities with large African American populations, indicating 

that the ethnic makeup of the local population is by far from the only causal factor of the 

region’s marker themes.  Michigan historical markers come about from a result of 

grassroots initiation, cooperation with state-level entities depending on the year in which 

the marker text is developed, and final approval from the Michigan Historical 

Commission.  The complexity of interactions and power relations involved in such a 

process complicate any narrative suggesting that the distribution of marker topics is a 

direct reflection of the in situ cultural landscape of Michigan.   

 

7.5   Conclusion 

 The diversity of European groups explicitly referred to in the historical markers is 

impressive, but in general, the period of time in which a marker was created tends to 

dictate what sort of narrative is used to describe the group in question.  The earliest era of 

the program is much more concerned with the theme of conquering the wilderness and 

the French and British, being the earliest European inhabitants of Michigan, are 

mentioned much more frequently.  Later years show much more diversity, notable groups 

including the Germans/Bavarians, Irish, and Dutch. Common themes that accompany the 
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inclusions of these groups are religious influences and the successful pursuit of the 

American Dream.  Spatial patterns of the most commonly mentioned groups can be seen 

in the markers, especially in the Dutch, who are overwhelmingly concentrated in the 

Holland area of Ottawa and Allegan counties.  However, it is important to remember that 

due to the contestable and dynamic nature of cultural landscapes, one cannot assign 

cultural groups to specific regions of Michigan based on the locations of historical 

markers alone. 

 While this chapter, and the one preceding it about African American history, offer 

a snapshot of many different non-native populations that have immigrated to Michigan in 

recent centuries, it will be interesting to see if, or how, the Michigan Historical Marker 

Program portrays non-European groups that have come to Michigan in more recent years, 

such as the large Arab community in Dearborn, or Hispanics in Holland, for it may still 

be too recent for any markers about these groups to have been created.  The past two 

chapters have illustrated that the marker program has tended to become more inclusive 

over time, but it remains to be seen if this trend will continue in future years. 
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CHAPTER 8: REPRESENTATIONS OF NATIVE AMERICANS 

 
8.1   Introduction 

 Michigan has been home to indigenous peoples for thousands of years.  

Algonquian-speaking indigenous groups occupied what is now Michigan at the time of 

Europeans’ first arrival in the Great Lakes region (Cleland 1992).  Native Americans 

have played an incredibly important role in the creation of Michigan’s culture, and the 

Michigan Historical Marker Program includes many references to Native Americans in 

marker texts as a result.  148 total markers feature mention Native Americans.  It 

immediately becomes clear from just a cursory glance at the marker texts that Native 

Americans are considered to be distinct from the general population of Michigan, both 

historically and today, and this invites investigation into what forms this narrative of 

inherent separateness takes.  The following sections describe how Native Americans have 

been presented in the markers, how such presentations have shifted over time, and how 

they are distributed across the state.   

 

8.2   1955-1968: Violence and Difference 

 The first era of the program has by far the most markers about Native Americans, 

and many tend to cast them in a similar light.  Of the total 148 total markers that refer to 

Native Americans in the entire program, 62 of them were placed during these first 14 

years.  The most dominant narrative of this period is the violence between Native 

Americans and European pioneers and explorers.  This completes the other half of the 

previously described narrative of white explorers, settlers, missionaries, and soldiers as 

heroic conquerors.  Hostile Native Americans are depicted as their dangerous antagonists.  
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Even markers that acknowledge alliances between whites and Native Americans often do 

so in the contexts of military conflict and hostility.  “British Landing” [1958] on 

Mackinac Island reads: 

  

 “Here during the night of July 16-17, 1812, a small force of British regulars and 

 several hundred voyageurs and Indian allies from St. Joseph Island landed.  They 

 occupied a height that overlooked Fort Mackinac and demanded its surrender.  

 Lt. Porter Hanks, commander of the American garrison of 57 soldiers had not 

 known that war had been declared.  Realizing that resistance was hopeless and 

 might provoke an Indian massacre, Hanks capitulated without a fight.” 

 

It is fascinating that even though Indians only made up a part of the force that surrounded 

Fort Mackinac, it was a fear of an “Indian massacre” that prompted Lieutenant Hanks’ 

surrender.  Native Americans are also depicted as hostile towards civilians as well, as 

seen in “Fort Wilkins” [1957] in Copper Harbor: 

  

 “As soon as miners began to enter the Copper Country, appeals were made to the 

 army for protection from resentful Indians.  Thus, in 1844, Fort Wilkins was built.  

 Two companies of infantry stood guard at this early copper mining and shipping 

 center.  In 1846 during the Mexican War, the force was withdrawn.  It was 

 replaced only from 1867 to 1869.” 

 

This marker text describes civilians’ fear of Native American hostility and paints Fort 

Wilkins as a necessary protection for the mining communities of the Keweenaw 

Peninsula.  Contextualizing clashes between white settlers and Native Americans with 

violence or hostile tensions, as seen in these above markers, is a one-sided version of 

history that does not contain much effort to describe indigenous peoples in a 

multidimensional, complex way.  Instead, they are treated as violent enemies who posed 

a dangerous obstacle to settlement and eventual control of the Great Lakes region by 

white settlers.  This is not to say that there are not exceptions to this general rule; a few 
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markers in this period do offer insight on indigenous individuals and strategies in armed 

conflicts (“Chief Pontiac” [1958] and “Battle of Monguagon/Michigan Wyandot and 

Monguagon” [1962] are two rare examples).  But, the overwhelming majority of markers 

referring to conflicts between white settlers and indigenous groups do not offer such 

interpretations.   

 Another common context in which Native Americans are presented in the early 

years of the program is through the attempts by European missionaries to convert Native 

Americans to Christianity.  This was briefly described in the section of the “European 

Heritage and Identities” chapter section about the French, where it was noted that in the 

marker “Early Missionary Bark Chapel” [1959], Native Americans are referred to as 

“savages” in need of Christianity, which according to the marker was graciously provided 

by heroic French missionaries.  While other marker texts in this period about Indian 

missions are not nearly as haughty, they are somewhat common: eight different markers 

in this period alone refer to missionaries and their interactions with Native Americans.   

 The combination of these themes serves to actively set aside the Native American 

experience as completely distinct from dominant white narratives, which are included and 

often praised in these early markers.  A blatant example of this narrative of difference is 

seen in “A Nankin Pioneer” [1965] in Garden City, which includes the sentence, “…On 

May 28, 1827, Swift was elected the first supervisor of Bucklin, which consisted of the 

present Redford, Dearborn, Livonia, and Nankin townships and had a population of less 

than 500 not including a few Indians.”  While this marker is not focused on the Native 

Americans, what it does say about them speaks volumes: Native Americans are not even 
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important enough to be included in a population count, and “not including a few Indians” 

is added on almost as an afterthought.   

 Implicit yet entrenched distinctions of white versus indigenous in marker 

narratives of this period suggest that these early markers are designed to tell the stories of 

white experiences of Michigan history, rather than present Native American perspectives.  

Most inclusions of Native Americans in this are consequences of their interacting with 

white protagonists, whether they were frightened settlers, American or European armed 

forces, or goodhearted missionaries.     

 

8.3   1969-1993: Less Representation, but Less Violence 

 Starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, there is a noticeable drop-off in the 

frequency of markers that mention Native Americans.  In the 25 years from 1969 through 

the end of 1993, there are 58 markers erected that refer to indigenous peoples, as 

compared to the 62 that were dedicated in the first 14 years.  What is also noticeable 

about this period is the decrease in focus on the violence conducted by Native Americans 

against whites.  In fact, several markers acknowledge the atrocities that were committed 

by white settlers and soldiers against Native Americans.  The first of which is “Moravian 

Road” [1971] in Clinton Township:  

 

 “In 1782, marauding American militia massacred nearly one hundred Christian 

 Delaware Indians at their village in eastern Ohio.  Seeking refuge, the Delaware 

 settled on the Clinton River two and one-half miles north of here on land granted 

 by the Chippewa.  In time, the settlement numbered over one hundred, ministered 

 by the Moravian missionaries.  This highway, the first interior road in Michigan, 

 was laid out in the winter of 1785-86 to connect the village with the fort at Detroit 

 twenty-three miles away.  At the close of the American Revolution, the Chippewa 
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 withdrew their land grant, and in 1786 the mission was closed.  Some of the 

 members returned to Ohio and others moved to Canada.” 

 

It is interesting that the marker finds it necessary to note that these Delaware Indians that 

were killed were Christians, perhaps to evoke more sympathy.  This is the first marker to 

openly acknowledge a “massacre” of Native Americans, as markers in earlier years do 

not make such a claim.  This specific shift in narrative style is clearly illustrated by two 

markers that each describe the same event in which many Fox Indians were killed outside 

of Fort Ponchartrain.  One marker was erected in 1958 and the other in 1977.  The 1958 

marker, “Early Detroit: 1701-1760,” a long text that describes many aspects of Detroit’s 

early history, briefly mentions the event with one sentence:  “In 1712, the French and 

their Indian allies fought and destroyed a band of Fox Indians camped north of the fort.”    

This rather stoic description of the killing of an entire band of Indians leaves out a lot of 

detail about the event, as opposed to the 1977 marker, “Fox Indian Massacre” which, 

unlike the 1958 marker, is dedicated solely to this conflict: 

 

 “Encouraged by a potential alliance with the English, the Fox Indians besieged 

 Fort Ponchartrain in Detroit in 1712.  Repulsed by the French and their Huron 

 and Ottawa Indian allies, the Fox retreated and entrenched themselves in this 

 area known as Presque Isle.  The French pursued and defeated the Fox in the 

 only battle fought in the Grosse Pointes.  More than a thousand Fox Indians were 

 killed in a five-day struggle.  Soon afterward, French settlers began to develop 

 the Grosse Pointes.” 

 

The much more detailed description of what this marker calls a massacre offers much 

more information on the Native American version of events.  Instead of being lumped 

into the blanket category of “Indian allies,” groups of Huron and Ottawa are mentioned 

separately as aiding the French in the fight.  However, the Huron and Ottawa are not 
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explicitly included as complicit in the pursuit and slaughter of over a thousand Fox 

Indians at the hands of the French, which raises the question as to whether or not they did 

take part in the later pursuit and massacre of the Fox.  The inclusion of such a staggering 

number of dead also does much more to convey the magnitude of loss of life on the Fox 

side of the conflict as compared to the 1958 marker. 

 Markers installed after the late 1960s also are much more inclusive of positive 

interactions between white settlers and Native Americans.  “John Johnston House” 

[1977] describes the Johnston house as a “hospitable meeting place for explorers, 

surveyors, trappers, traders, and Indians.”  Johnston is also mentioned to have 

“knowledge of the Chippewa,” which helps make him “a central figure in the 

development of this frontier.”  The first non-hostile depictions of individual Native 

Americans also appear in this period, such as that of Chief Leopold Pokagon in “Sacred 

Heart of Mary Catholic Church” [1977] in Cass County, Chief Shoppenagon in “Chief 

Shoppenagon/Shoppenagon’s Homesite” [1981] in Grayling, and Chief Waukazoo in 

“Waukazoo Woods” [1985] in Ottawa County.   

 

 

8.4   1994-Present: Inclusion of Indigenous Voices  

 While the period from the late 1960s to the early 1990s certainly features more 

diverse thematic representations of Native Americans, none offer stories of indigenous 

peoples without mention of white settlers, soldiers, explorers, or missionaries.  The first 

marker that tells a story of indigenous history without some context of interaction 
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between Native Americans and whites is “Notipekago” in Mason County, dedicated in 

1994: 

 

 “Ottawa oral tradition tells of a war between the Ottawa and Mascouten tribes in 

 the seventeenth century.  The defeat of the Mascouten allowed for a permanent 

 Ottawa settlement in lower Michigan.  One battle took place in the Custer vicinity 

 along the Pere Marquette River.  Many years later, erosion exposed the buried 

 remains of those from both tribes who died there.  Indians placed many of the 

 skulls along the riverbank.  The battle became known as Notipekago—the place 

 of the skulls.  This story holds an enduring place in Ottawa oral tradition.” 

 

By creating a marker dedicated solely to indigenous history through the lens of Ottawa 

oral tradition instead of white versions of history, the program set a new precedent with 

this 1994 marker. 

 Several years later, the first marker to have one side written in a native language 

was established; “Andrew J. Blackbird House,” dedicated in 2000 in Harbor Springs, 

describes the life and home of Andrew J. Blackbird, an Ottawa man who wrote an 

important history of his tribe.  One side of the marker is written in English, and the 

opposite side of the marker is a translation written in the Odawa (Ottawa) language.  Two 

other markers have since been installed that also use Odawa translations: “Baw-wa-ting” 

[2004] in Grand Rapids and “St. Ignatius of Loyola Church and Cemetery” [2013] in 

Good Hart.  The use of native languages is a clear attempt to directly include Native 

American narratives in the historical marker landscape.  An indigenous voice 

acknowledges the existence of an audience who would be able to read it and appreciate it, 

which is a recognition of the fact that Native Americans do still live in Michigan and 

observe their ancestral culture.  Markers in recent years show this recognition in other 

ways besides the use of indigenous language as well.  “Council Point/Pontiac’s Council” 
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[2013] in Lincoln Park describes some of the history of Chief Pontiac and Pontiac’s 

Rebellion, an often-mentioned topic in the marker landscape in general.  The marker ends 

with the following: “In October, the French declined to provide support, and the warriors 

returned home to their families.  The siege ended, but the tribes’ fight for their homeland 

and their rights continued.”  Whereas a marker text from 40 or 50 years ago would have 

been much more likely to end the story with the tribes’ military defeat, “Council 

Point/Pontiac’s Council” openly admits that military conquest was not the end of 

indigenous sense of place in Michigan. This is not necessarily evident in many other 

earlier markers, which tend to refer to Native Americans as if they “used to be here,” 

implying that Native Americans no longer inhabit the areas they did when Europeans first 

arrived in Michigan, either because they were forcibly removed from the land or 

assimilated into white culture.  Using indigenous languages in marker texts not only 

serves to preserve and promote the use of indigenous languages, but is also recognition of 

the persistence of indigenous cultural values in the state.  This suggests that Native 

Americans in Michigan are similar to African Americans in that they present a case of an 

historically marginalized population that has gained greater voice in the historical 

markers over the years.   

 

8.5  Spatial Trends 

 While the narrative style regarding Native Americans has certainly changed a lot 

since 1955, the spatial distribution of the markers has not shown any real shift.  In fact, 

rather than showing any regional biases, the 148 markers that do refer to Native 

Americans seem to mirror the total spatial distribution of all 1,799 markers for the most 
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part (Map 9).  This in and of itself is somewhat surprising, because as other chapters have 

illustrated, many marker topics tend to have some kind of spatial bias associated with 

them that can be detected from mapping the markers.  It can generally be said, then, that 

wherever there are historical markers in Michigan, there are likely to be a proportionate 

amount of markers that deal with Native Americans.  This could be because that, unlike 

African Americans and certain European groups like the Dutch, Native Americans were 

spread around the state and were not as concentrated in smaller regions (Cleland 1992).       

  

8.6   Conclusion 

 While Native American markers are somewhat less common in recent years (only 

two markers dedicated since 2007 refer to Native Americans), the general period of the 

mid-1990s to today shows a noticeable effort to incorporate Native American histories 

told from an indigenous perspective.  This is a completely different discursive strategy 

from the earliest years of the program, when markers often characterized Native 

Americans as hostile enemies of European protagonists and did not openly acknowledge 

the fact that indigenous peoples live in Michigan today and maintain vibrant cultures.  

The shift from these early narrative themes to today’s more inclusive texts was gradual, 

with markers in the middle years of the 1970s and 1980s steadily showing more 

acknowledgement of Native American perspectives.  This has been complemented by the 

creation of several markers that feature indigenous translations of their texts.  However, 

despite the length of time it has taken, the recent shift is encouraging because of its 

increased focus on inclusion of diverse perspectives of Michigan’s history, and it is 

important to acknowledge the experiences of Michigan’s earliest human inhabitants.  It is  
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Map 9 
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unknown if the marker program has worked directly with indigenous organizations or 

communities to develop these recent markers, and it would require research beyond the 

scope of this thesis to answer that question.  But, it would not be surprising to learn that 

the program has worked with native groups given the indigenous knowledge used in the 

texts (e.g. Odawa translations). 
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CHAPTER 9: MILITARY HISTORY AND WAR 

9.1   Introduction 

 As has been alluded to in previous chapters, military history is a common topic of 

discussion in the Michigan Historical Marker Program.  Sites of historic battles, homes  

of important military officials, factories in which military equipment was mass produced, 

and cemeteries for war veterans are a few examples of locations that have been deemed 

worthy of commemoration by the program.  After analysis of the marker texts, 173 

markers include significant mentions of such topics.  Not every marker that simply 

mentions some aspect of the military, a violent conflict, or veterans was included; only 

markers that were determined through discourse analysis to feature a focus on these 

topics were counted.  For instance, a marker that includes the phrase “during the Civil 

War” merely as a way to refer to the early 1860s but does not include any specific 

information about the Civil War itself would not be included. 

 As many of the markers indicate, Michigan has played a key role in many 

different significant armed conflicts.  The Great Lakes region was a key battleground in 

the War of 1812, and American and British troops as well as Native Americans fought for 

control over strategic locations such as the Straits of Mackinac and the Sault region.  

Michigan has  contributed soldiers to other wars including the Civil War, the Spanish-

American War, both World Wars, Korea, and Vietnam.  The factories of Michigan 

produced warplanes, tanks, and automobiles during World War I and World War II.  

Each of these involvements, among many others, is enshrined in historical markers across 

the state.  The earliest markers are more focused on the battle sites of early wars and the 

military importance of Michigan as a territory, while the 1970s saw a noticeable shift 
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toward memorials of the Civil War.  The World Wars are not mentioned nearly as 

frequently as one might expect given their greater relative global impact, which may be 

symptomatic of the marker program’s focus on stories that are important to state history 

instead of national or global events.  The topics of military history and war are 

expounded upon in the following sections, with the purpose of describing how they have 

changed over time. 

 

9.2   Beginnings: Early Conflicts, Battlegrounds, and Outposts 

 The first marker to describe the significance of military activity in Michigan is 

“Mackinac Island” in 1956, which describes how the island was initially used as a British 

military base, changed hands to the Americans, and then back to the British again during 

the War of 1812.  The theme of Michigan’s strategic importance, from the earliest 

European outposts established in the mid to late 18
th

 century through the War of 1812, is 

common in the first ten years or so of the program.  This is to be expected, for as 

previous chapters have indicated, the period from the start of the program in 1955 to the 

mid to late 1960s predominantly focuses on places and events whose historical 

significance dates back to the earliest periods of European exploration and settlement of 

Michigan.   

 There are 38 markers dedicated before 1966 that refer to military history.  Many 

of these markers focus on specific sites on the Michigan landscape that played significant 

roles in various military campaigns in the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries.  This includes 

forts and battle sites; “Fort Brady” [1957] and “Battle of Brownstown” [1958] are 

examples.  Most of these sites are described in the contexts of early wars and campaigns 
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in Michigan including the French and Indian War, the American Revolution, the War of 

1812, and skirmishes between Native Americans and whites.  While each of these 

conflicts was occasionally mentioned in interpretation created after the late 1960s, this 

early period was certainly their heyday.  The War of 1812 is the only conflict that has 

remained a popular topic of commemoration in military-related markers.    

 As previously discussed, markers dedicated in the first ten years or so of the 

program tend to focus on some of the most obvious historically significant sites in 

Michigan.  Battle sites and old military outposts were frequently chosen to be marker 

sites alongside other locations of obvious importance such as the Great Lakes, the state’s 

major universities, and noteworthy regions.  The early recognition of military history in 

Michigan, when taken in the context of these other markers, implies that the Michigan 

Historical Commission considered these battles and military outposts to be just as 

important in the shaping of Michigan’s history as the significant non-military sites and 

features that were being commemorated at the same time.  Perhaps these sites and events 

were given priority because they involved military campaigns that actually took place on 

Michigan soil, which is not the case after the War of 1812.  If so, this indicates that the 

marker program, at least initially, showed more urgency in recognizing Michigan’s 

military history than it did in recognizing the state’s contributions of soldiers and 

equipment that were sent to wars in distant lands.  These latter involvements begin to be 

commemorated much more in the mid- to-late 1970s, when the Civil War became a new 

topic of emphasis for commemoration.      
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9.3   Late 1970s: Civil War Markers Emerge 

 While the first marker to mention the Civil War, “Pine Grove”, was dedicated in 

1961, the Civil War is hardly mentioned at all until the 1970s (especially before 1977).  It 

is at this time that military-related markers make a noticeable shift towards 

commemorating Michigan’s role in the Civil War.  It is unclear as to why there were not 

more markers about the Civil War prior to the 1970s, because there was no possible 

violation of the fifty year delay in commemoration (Ashlee 2005).  Regardless of the 

reason, only six markers dedicated in the 22-year period from 1955 through 1976 

describe the Civil War.  By comparison, the next 22-year period from 1977 through 1998 

saw 38 such markers created.   

 Most of the Civil War markers pertain to honoring Michigan’s veterans of the 

war.  Cemeteries become relatively popular sites for commemorating veterans in the mid-

1980s, and often the fact that veterans from the Civil War and/or other wars are buried 

there is directly noted by the marker text.  The text of “White Lake Cemetery” [1987] in 

Oakland County includes “…Also buried here are twenty-eight Civil War veterans and 

just over forty veterans of succeeding wars.”  Many markers dedicated to cemeteries 

include similar sentences or phrases that recognize the interment of war veterans, thus 

implying an historical significance of such sites.              

 The fact that no Civil War battle was fought on Michigan soil has not stopped the 

Michigan Historical Commission from asserting the importance of Michigan’s 

contributions to the conflict.  Six different markers in the program are placed outside of 

Michigan’s borders at various Civil War battle sites where soldiers from Michigan fought 

and died for the Union.  These markers are six of eight total Michigan markers that are 
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not actually in Michigan (Table 5).  The placement of Michigan markers at these 

battlegrounds suggests that not only are these markers intended to educate Michiganders 

about their state’s history, but they are designed to present Michigan’s contributions to 

the Civil War to a wider national audience.  Each of the six is clearly created with the 

purpose of praising Michigan soldiers’ heroism and positive impact on the battle.  

“Michigan at Tebbs Bend” [1988] in Kentucky contains: 

 

  “During the first week of July 1863, while the people of the North and the South 

 focused their attention on Gettysburg and Vicksburg, five Michigan companies 

 defended the bridge across the Green River here at Tebbs Bend…On the morning 

 of July 4, 1863, Confederate cavalry troops under the command of General John 

 H. Morgan attacked the 260 well-entrenched Michigan volunteers.  After the 

 Michigan troops repelled eight attacks, Morgan retreated from this locale…The 

 Twenty-fifth Michigan Volunteer Infantry was organized at Kalamazoo and 

 mustered into service in September 1862 under the command of Orlando H. 

 Moore…When ordered by General John H. Morgan to surrender, Colonel Moore 

 replied, ‘This being the Fourth of July, I cannot entertain the proposition of 

 surrender.’  Total casualties for the Twenty-fifth Infantry were six killed and 

 twenty-four wounded.  Eighty-one Confederate troops fell, including twenty-

 two commissioned officers.” 

 

In addition to describing the battle that took place at Tebbs Bend and from where in 

Michigan the Twenty-fifth Infantrymen were recruited, the marker goes out of its way to 

describe the heroism and triumph of the Union soldiers by including the patriotic quote 

from Colonel Moore and describing the heavier losses sustained by the Confederates.  

The Michigan Historical Marker Program certainly appears to be promoting Michigan’s 

contributions to the Union through this marker and the other five, which contain similar 

themes of Michiganian soldiers’ heroism and their key contributions culminating in the 

victory of the Union.  The marker at Stones River in Tennessee is focused more on listing 

the number of casualties suffered in battle than the others, but it concludes with the  
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Table 5 – Markers Placed Outside of Michigan’s Borders 

 

Marker Title Year Location 

“Stones River” 1966 Murfreesboro, Tennessee 

“Birth of Kiwanis” 1982 Indianapolis, Indiana 

“Michigan at Perryville” 1983 Perryville, Kentucky 

“Cadillac Museum/Musée Cadillac” 1984 St. Nicolas-de-la-Grave, France 

“Stonewall Regiment” 1986 Middleton, Maryland 

“Michigan at Tebbs Bend” 1988 Campbellsville, Kentucky 

“Battle at Monterey Pass/Michigan Cavalry 

Brigade” 

2012 Waynesboro, Pennsylvania 

“Michigan Light Artillery Regiment” 2012 Richmond, Kentucky 

 

 

proclamation, “Michigan men fought at Stones River for the preservation and perpetuity 

of the Union.” 

 The program’s attention paid to the Civil War continues to today, though perhaps 

less so in comparison to how frequently the conflict was mentioned in the late 1970s and 

1980s.  With the absence of battle sites in Michigan, Civil War markers more frequently 

talk about the people who fought compared to earlier markers which tend to focus on 

places and events.  However, this does not mean that the program has not proven itself 

capable of stretching beyond the barrier of the state borders in order to commemorate 

places of particular significance to the war.  Such preoccupation with memorializing 

soldiers’ human contributions to the struggle is not as prevalent in markers describing 

later wars. 

 

9.4   The World Wars 

 Around the same time that Civil War markers become noticeably common, 

markers dealing with one or both of the World Wars also become much more frequent.  
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Considering the much wider global impact of both of the World Wars compared to the 

War of 1812 or the Civil War, one may be surprised at the relatively small number of 

markers in Michigan that make mention of them.  World War I and World War II are 

referenced in 21 and 23 military-related markers out of 173, respectively.  The first 

markers in which each is mentioned, “Ford Airport/Ford Tri-Motor” [1958] for World 

War I and “Ypsilanti” [1963] for World War II, each describe the role of Michigan’s 

industrial innovation and prowess in the nation’s war effort.  This is fitting, as this theme 

is extremely common when discussing each of the World Wars throughout the marker 

program’s history, especially regarding World War II.  Neither war is mentioned very 

frequently in the marker landscape until the late 1970s.  When one considers the fifty 

year guideline, which states that the Michigan Historical Commission generally uses fifty 

years a rule of thumb when considering how far back a place’s historical significance 

must go for it to be considered old enough for a marker, it is not totally surprising that 

there is a slight delay in World War I markers (Ashlee 2005).  However, the rule is 

clearly ignored for World War II sites, for numerous markers referring to that event were 

placed before the early 1990s, which marked the fifty-year anniversary of World War II.    

 In addition to wartime production, World War I is also commonly referred to in 

the contexts of veterans, specifically markers placed at the sites of memorials to World 

War I veterans.  As was the case with Civil War markers, many markers describing 

cemeteries make note of graves and memorials within the cemeteries that were dedicated 

in memory of World War I veterans.  This is usually done in a collective sense in that no 

specific World War I veterans are named, with just four markers (“Frank Murphy” 

[1967], “General Squier Park” [1979], “Oak Hill Cemetery” [1987], and “Joseph 
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Guyton” [2005]) referring to specific individuals who fought and/or died in World War I 

by name.   

 Curiously, World War II veterans are not nearly as commonly recognized with 

historical markers.  Only one marker, “West Highland Cemetery” [2011], includes this 

topic, and it only briefly mentions that World War II veterans are buried there.  It seems 

that memorials to World War II veterans, in cemeteries or otherwise, do not enjoy the 

same inclusion in the marker landscape that memorials to soldiers killed in other wars do.  

Instead, most markers about World War II focus on Michigan’s role in the output of 

mechanized equipment to supply American troops during the war.  Thirteen of the 23 

markers referring to World War II do this, with “Willow Run” [1978] being an 

illustrative example: 

 

 “After entering World War II in 1941, America desperately needed military 

 equipment and supplies.  The Ford Motor Company had begun building this 

 factory in April 1941.  Outstanding industrial architect Albert Kahn designed 

 Willow Run, one of the largest manufacturing plants under one roof in the world.  

 Completed in early 1942, this bulwark of the ‘Arsenal of Democracy’ produced 

 8,685 B-24 Liberator Bombers and had a peak employment of 42,000 men and 

 women.  After the war, the newly formed Kaiser-Frazer Corporation – in an 

 unsuccessful effort to create a large automotive empire – occupied this plant.  

 Here the company manufactured the first of 739,039 passenger cars as well as 

 military aircraft.  In 1953, Kaiser-Frazer transferred its diminishing operations 

 from Willow Run to Toledo, Ohio and Argentina.  ‘Willow Run’ initially referred 

 to the small stream running through this area.  The name then identified the 

 bomber factory, airport, and community which sprung up around this wartime 

 industry.  Now this Willow Run plant is the General Motors Hydra-matic 

 Division, makers of automatic transmissions.  First based in Detroit, this Division 

 moved to Livonia, where fire destroyed its facilities on August 12, 1953.  That 

 September, General Motors transferred the Hydra-matic operations to Willow 

 Run.  Twelve weeks after the fire, transmissions again rolled off the totally 

 retooled and rearranged assembly line – an amazing feat of industrial efficiency.  

 This factory has known both war and peace.  Continuing to  make transmissions, 

 the plant also manufactured military hardware during the Korean and Vietnam 

 conflicts.” 
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The initial tone of the marker is one of patriotic pride, calling Willow Run a “bulwark of 

the ‘Arsenal of Democracy.’”  Such pride in Michigan’s material contributions to the war 

is a striking contrast to the comparative lack of attention given to the human contributions 

and cost sacrificed by Michiganian soldiers.  It is possible, however, that the marker 

landscape will feature more inclusion of World War II veterans in the future as the 

generation of Michiganders who fought and served in the war passes on, as no markers 

have been approved while a person mentioned in the text is alive.           

 

9.5   Spatial Trends 

 Since most early military history markers focus on battle sites from Michigan’s 

earliest armed conflicts, it makes sense that the spatial distribution of these markers 

would be concentrated in such areas.  This is indeed the case, as military markers in the 

first ten years of the program are commonly found in the Mackinac Straits area, where, to 

quote the marker “Mackinac Straits” [1958], “first Frenchman and Englishman, then 

Briton and American, fought to control this strategic waterway.”  Another region of 

higher concentration in this initial period is the southeastern corner of the state around 

Detroit, where other early battles and skirmishes took place (Map 10). 

 As the topics of commemoration for military-related markers begin to diversify in 

the mid-to-late 1970s, their locations begin to do so as well, including locations in other 

states (see Map 11).  The concentrations at the Straits and around Detroit are still distinct, 

with the latter perhaps even a bit augmented by the new focus on sites of wartime 

industrial production.  Many other parts of the state also now have more military markers  
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Map 10 
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Map 11 
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than they did in the 1950s and 1960s, perhaps due to the more common practice of 

commemorating veterans, who hail from all corners of the state. 

 

9.6   Conclusion 

 The Michigan Historical Marker Program has been shown to be much more 

enthusiastic about memorializing actual locations of military significance where 

important battles or other military operations occurred than it is about recognizing 

individual veterans.  The program has even placed a handful of markers outside of its 

own borders in order to facilitate the commemoration of the hallowed ground where 

native Michiganians fought and died for their country.  Few markers are concerned solely 

with telling the stories of veterans and their exploits, and most marker texts that refer to 

other memorials about veterans do so in the contexts of cemeteries.  There are also very 

few markers about the Korean and Vietnam wars; too few to determine any spatial 

patterns or thematic trends.  This suggests a preoccupation with location in Michigan’s 

commemoration of its own military history.  Still, the marker landscape is full of 

narratives of pride in Michigan’s contributions to wars, as seen in the Civil War markers 

placed at battle sites out of state and in markers describing the importance of Michigan’s 

industrial output during World War II.  The markers collectively assert that Michigan has 

had an important role to play in the shaping of America’s national military history.         
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CHAPTER 10: ECONOMIC LIVELIHOODS 

10.1   Introduction 

 The historical geography of Michigan is deeply influenced by its economic 

history.  From the fur trade of the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries to modern industries like salt 

mining and furniture manufacturing, economic livelihoods that have been profitable at 

different times in Michigan’s history have been inextricably intertwined with the state’s 

social and physical geography (Public Sector Consultants, Inc. 2002).  Settlement 

patterns in the state were largely shaped by the economic opportunities that presented 

themselves on the frontier.  A portion of the marker “Michigan: Historic Crossroads” 

[1958] in Monroe County summarizes the significance of Michigan’s most well-known 

economic activities,  

 

 “When Michigan in 1837 became the twenty-sixth state admitted to the Union, 

 only the southern part of Lower Michigan was settled.  Farming was the chief 

 economic activity.  In the next fifty years, the remainder of the state was 

 populated.  Logging of the state’s magnificent forests made Michigan America’s 

 lumbering capital during the 1880s and 1890s.  Mining of the great Upper 

 Peninsula copper and iron ore deposits made Michigan a leading producer of 

 these minerals during most of this period.  With the development of the 

 automobile and other industries, Michigan became a manufacturing giant among 

 the states of the United States and the World.”   

 

Many cities and towns were quickly formed with the emergence of specific resource 

extraction industries, such as logging and mining.  Many of these boom towns have 

successfully diversified and maintained steady economies.  Michigan is also known for 

its place in America’s Rust Belt, as cities like Detroit and Flint have experienced the 

rapid rise and recent fall of the auto manufacturing industry (LeDuff 2013).  The 

Michigan Historical Marker Program describes many different economic livelihoods and 
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industries that have played key roles in shaping Michigan’s history. The following 

sections describe the historical development of topics and narratives detected in the 

Michigan Historical Marker Program surrounding the logging, agriculture, auto, and 

tourism industries, which are the four most commonly referenced economic sectors found 

in the marker texts.  

 

10.2   Logging Industry   

 The logging industry is by far the most frequently mentioned economic activity, 

with 197 markers referring to it directly as an economic venture.  This topic has been 

dominant from the beginning of the program through today with no obvious changes in 

frequency of inclusion.  The spatial distribution of logging-related markers covers the 

whole state, with a larger percentage in the northern Lower Peninsula and Upper 

Peninsula mentioning the industry than in the southern half of the Lower Peninsula, 

where the most historical markers in general tend to be located (Map 12).     

 The earliest markers that include the logging industry tend to present narratives of 

pride about the prosperity that the logging boom of the late 19
th

 century brought to 

northern Michigan.  Markers that present this theme can most commonly be found in the 

1950s and early 1960s, the first ten years or so of the program’s existence.  Rather than 

describing particular companies or individuals that participated in the logging industry, 

markers of this early period are more focused on geographic regions, counties, and towns 

that were heavily influenced by logging.  Titles such as “Menominee Area” [1957], 

“Lake County” [1958], and “Grand Marais” [1964] illustrate this clearly.  When 

describing logging, these marker texts are primarily concerned with communicating the  
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Map 12 
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industry’s importance to both the local area and other places that benefitted from 

Michigan timber.  “Lumbering on the Huron Shore” [1958] in East Tawas reads: 

 

 “Lumbermen swarmed into this area during the latter half of the 1800s, attracted 

 by some of the finest pine forests in North America.  From Tawas City, where the 

 first sawmill was built in 1854, north to Alpena, about twelve billion board feet of 

 timber were cut between 1866 and 1896.  Each spring, the Au Sable, the Thunder 

 Bay, and other rivers of the region were filled with logs being driven to the 

 sawmills.  To the lake ports, lumber boats came in the summer to carry the 

 lumber away to help build the nation.” 

 

This text opens with a description of the logging industry’s impact on the local area’s 

economic opportunities and settlement, and closes by expanding the reach of this 

influence to the entire nation.  More specific references to “building the nation” with 

Michigan timber are found on several markers that describe how Michigan timber was 

used to rebuild the city of Chicago after the Great Fire of 1871.  Examples include 

“Menominee Area” [1957] in Menominee and “Escanaba River” [1968] in Escanaba.   

 As is the case with many industries based on rapid extraction of natural resources, 

the logging industry in northern Michigan experienced a pronounced boom and bust 

cycle (National Park Service).  While the logging industry still operates in the region and 

remains a major employer in northern Michigan, it will likely never reach the size and 

scale it enjoyed in the late 19
th

 century.  Many marker texts do not gloss over the 

inevitable economic decline that many logging areas experienced once the land was 

cleared of harvestable timber.  Lumber towns that did not have the capability to diversify 

their economies quickly shrank or even disappeared altogether.  “Singapore, Michigan” 

[1958], located just outside of Saugatuck, offers a story about the latter phenomenon, 
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 “Beneath the sands near the mouth of the Kalamazoo River lies the site of 

 Singapore, one of Michigan’s most famous ghost towns.  Founded in the 1830s by 

 New York land speculators who hoped it would rival Chicago or Milwaukee as a 

 lake port, Singapore was in fact until the 1870s a busy lumbering town.  With 

 three mills, two hotels, several general stores, and a renowned ‘Wild-cat’ bank, it 

 outshone its neighbor to the south, ‘The Flats,’ as Saugatuck was then called.  

 When the supply of timber was exhausted, the mills closed, the once bustling 

 waterfront grew quiet.  The people left, most of them settling here in Saugatuck.  

 Gradually, Lake Michigan’s shifting sand buried Singapore.” 

 

While there are texts that do not mention any kind of economic decline after clear-cutting 

had run its course, it is more common to see markers acknowledge that the rapid 

prosperity that the logging industry brought to many areas was short-lived. 

 Moving into the 1970s and 1980s, markers referring to the logging industry began 

to talk more about the individuals and groups of individuals who worked or invested in 

the industry.  In the 1970s, texts describe men who profited from creating and operating 

the first sawmills of a new settlement, such as Erastus Ingersoll in “Delta Mills” [1972] 

and the Perrin brothers in “Perrinsville” [1977].  The late 1970s and 1980s saw frequent 

mentions of “lumber barons,” prominent businessmen who gained vast wealth from their 

investments in logging companies and timberland speculation (Schaetzel).  Success 

stories like these are the focus of “Terney House” [1978], “The Castle” [1979], and 

“Hackley House” [1988], among others.  This shift to the human influence on the logging 

industry rather than specific regions, companies, or the abstract idea of the industry itself 

is a noticeable difference from the first decade of the program. 

 The 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s do not feature any new shifts in narrative from these 

first two periods.  Regions and towns and their roles in the historic logging industry, 

satellite industries that sprung up such as railroads and lake shipping, the impact of the 

industry on the lives of specific individuals, and many other logging-related topics can all 
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be found in more recent years.  What is perhaps most noteworthy is what is lacking from 

this time period.  Any kind of clear reference to the modern logging industry is absent 

from the commemorative landscape.  While it certainly is not nearly as massive and 

impactful as it was in the late 19
th

 century, many parts of northern Michigan still depend 

at least partly on the lumber industry (National Park Service).  The only marker that 

refers to the logging industry as an ongoing enterprise at the time of the marker’s 

dedication is “Grand Marais,” dedicated in 1964, which says that the logging industry 

helps sustain the Grand Marais area.  However, no marker from more recent times makes 

any such claim.  The lasting impacts of the logging industry are instead more often 

described via cutover timberland that has been repurposed for agriculture or northern 

towns that have been forced to find new ways to diversify their economies after the 

decline of the industry. The logging industry is characterized as a gold rush-esque swirl 

of activity that featured rapid increases in wealth and timber output, followed by steep 

and immediate decline and eventual disappearance of profitable ventures.  What follows 

next in the narrative is a switch from logging to some other industry that makes use of the 

cutover land. 

 

10.3   Agriculture 

 Some markers that describe agricultural practices, successful farms, specific crops 

that were profitable in an area, and other general aspects of rural economic livelihoods 

describe the development of agriculture in an area as an immediate successor to the 

logging boom.  Markers such as “Charles G. Learned” [1990] in Port Austin, “Van Buren 

County/Courthouse” [1977] in Paw Paw, and “Saranac” [1970] in Saranac are just a few 
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of the markers that discuss economic shifts due to a changing environment.  This theme 

remains present throughout the program’s history.   

 Agricultural markers in the 1950s and 1960s mirror those about the logging 

industry, in that they tend to describe general areas and farming regions rather than 

specific farms, individuals, or events.  From 1955 through 1970, 14 of the 16 agriculture-

related texts are markers dedicated to regions, counties, or cities and include some 

reference to the area’s agricultural output.  This is often done in the context of describing 

either the high agricultural productivity of the area or the importance of farming to the 

local economy, as seen in “Lapeer County” [1958], which states, “Farming is the 

county’s principal economic activity, and it was here that the first local Grange in 

Michigan was founded in 1872.”  Not every area was forced to turn to farming after the 

fall of the logging industry, however; a handful of markers describe settlers that were first 

attracted to the region in question due to available the fertile soils.  This is illustrated in 

the texts of “1869 Vriesland Reformed Church” [1979] and “Woodland Town Hall” 

[1984].   

 Again mirroring logging, agriculture markers shift to more specific topics about 

farming as an economic practice in the mid-1970s.  New topics of this period include 

county fairgrounds used for featuring new practices and achievements, individuals who 

were in some way influential in Michigan’s agricultural history, and particular farms and 

the settlers who found success working them.  This latter topic becomes the most 

common in the 1980s and continues to be dominant through today.   

 Settlers and families who built successful farmsteads and had a positive impact on 

their local community tend to be commemorated at sites where certain buildings 
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associated with them are still standing, such as an original farmhouse or barn.  This 

suggests that, in keeping with the general theme that we see starting in the 1970s of a 

focus on the built landscape, the lasting memory of a family farm is more likely to be 

recognized with a marker if there is a preserved historic building.  While not every farmer 

mentioned on a marker has an existing building associated with them, the overwhelming 

majority do.  An example of this kind of reference is seen in “Jameson Farm” [1982] in 

Springport: 

 

 “John M. Jameson, a native of New York State, became a pioneer settler of 

 Springport in 1835.  A school teacher, justice of the peace, and township 

 supervisor, he eventually acquired 400 acres of land here which he farmed until 

 he left the area in 1876.  The Jameson Farm produced wheat, corn, and oats.  By 

 the mid-1850s, Jameson had built what is said to be the first brick home built in 

 Springport.  The elaborate Greek Revival house has remained virtually unaltered 

 through the years.  In 1979 it was listed in the National Register of Historic 

 Places.” 

 

In this text, the marker uses the existing Greek Revival house that Jameson built as a 

point on the landscape to which a larger narrative about Jameson and his life as a farmer 

can be anchored.  Such an emphasis on fixed human points on the landscape, often in the 

forms of buildings, is a common practice in markers that were dedicated in the 1970s and 

after, especially with those about agriculture. 

 Spatial trends of agricultural markers are not quite as prominent as they are with 

some other economic sectors.  A few crop types tend to appear in marker texts located in 

regions where that crop is commonly grown (for example, see Map 13 on the distribution 

of the six markers that refer to sugar beets).  Additionally, the Upper Peninsula’s general 

lack of significant areas suitable for large-scale farming is perhaps reflected by the fact  
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that only one marker about agriculture has been placed in the Upper Peninsula, “Erwin 

Central School” in Erwin Township, Gogebic County. 

  

10.4   Auto Industry 

 Perhaps one of Michigan’s biggest historical contributions is that the state’s 

important role in the birth of the auto industry (Rubenstein 1992).  Unsurprisingly, there 

are many markers that describe the history of the industry and its impact on the state’s 

people and economy.  They are also clustered in metropolitan southeast Michigan, 

especially Detroit and Flint.  Auto industry markers largely do not extend outside of these 

areas (with a few rare exceptions) until after 1981, when markers begin to appear in 

places like Niles in Berrien County, Lansing in Ingham County, and even Rose City in 

Ogemaw County (Maps 14 and 15).  The most famous automobile creator and 

manufacturer was Henry Ford of Detroit, who introduced the famous Model T car in 

1909.  The auto industry quickly emerged, revolutionizing both modern manufacturing 

practices and labor relations (Rubenstein 1992).   

 Historical markers referring to the auto industry are relatively rare until the 1970s.  

This is likely due to the fifty-year rule of the program’s memorialization process.  

Despite this, the earliest years of the program do include markers that commemorate 

some of the most significant events and places of the history of the automobile in 

Michigan.  For instance in 1956, the second year of the program, the automobile made its 

first appearance in the historical marker landscape with “Birthplace of the Model T” in 

Highland Park.  Others erected in the first 15 years of the program include “First Mile of 
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Map 14 
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Map 15 
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Concrete Highway” [1957] in Detroit, “Vehicle City” [1961] in Flint, and “Chrysler 

Corporation” [1969] in Highland Park.   

 When the auto industry became a much more common topic of discussion in the 

1970s, it was mostly in reference to specific auto magnates who led enterprising 

companies and earned considerable wealth due to the growth of the industry.  Henry Ford 

is the most frequently mentioned, and others include Ransom E. Olds, W.C. Durant, and 

the Dodge brothers.  These founders of the industry are continually commemorated.  The 

1980s saw a shift towards the effects of the growth in the auto industry upon local 

communities in which it thrived.  The demand for laborers in auto factories attracted 

masses of workers to cities like Detroit, Flint, Lansing, and Pontiac.  The rapid influx of 

so many people created demand for more housing, churches, and hospitals, each of which 

is described in auto industry marker texts.   

 The relationship between laborers in auto factories and the higher-ups of the 

companies that employed them was not always peaceful.  A massive worker strike rocked 

the industry in the winter of 1936 and 1937, when pro-union laborers seized a General 

Motors factory in Flint for several weeks.  The conflict with local police occasionally 

erupted into violence (Rubenstein 1992).  This particular event, known as the Flint Sit-

Down Strike, is commemorated in three separate markers that were all dedicated in 1980.  

All three of these markers are located in Flint.  Two have the exact same title, “The Flint 

Sit-Down”, and the third is titled “The General Motors Sit-Down Strike.”  Each of the 

three markers has its own unique text and is located at a different building involved in the 

strike around the city.  The two of the same title are very close to each other, located on 

opposite sides of the Flint River adjacent to Kettering University just west of downtown.  
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The third, “The General Motors Sit-Down Strike,” is located further from downtown, 

about two miles south from the city center.  To avoid confusion due to the identical titles, 

the marker located just north of the Flint River will be referred to from here on as FS-D 

North, the marker just south of the river shall be FS-D South, and the third marker with 

the unique title shall be known as GMS-DS.    

 Each of the markers document a particular event within the strike, and each uses 

slightly different tone and narrative perspective to tell the story of the strike.  FS-D North 

uses language and imagery that evoke an atmosphere of militarism when describing the 

conflict between strikers and authorities. 

  

 “On December 30, 1936, Fisher Body workers struck this plant as the sit-down 

 strikes against General Motors continued…Violence erupted on January 11, 1937 

 as an attempt was made to halt food deliveries to the strikers. The street became a 

 battlefield as gunfire, flying debris, tear gas, and high pressure water hoses  

 became assault weapons. Sixteen strikers and eleven police officers were 

 wounded. Governor Frank Murphy ordered the National Guard into Flint on 

 January 12…” 

 

 

It is almost as though this marker is recounting a battle between two armies rather than a 

sit-down strike.  FS-D North lists both the weapons used in the conflict and the number 

of casualties suffered, and it describes the area around the factory as a “battlefield.”  FS-

D South uses a similar tone. 

  

 “On February 1, 1937, the wave of sit-down strikes against General Motors 

 broadened as Chevrolet Plant No.4 was seized. The United Auto Workers 

 strategy was a diversionary strike at nearby Plant No.9 to draw company 

 personnel to that point while the true target Plant No.4 was secured. As a battle 

 between unionists and company guards took place inside Plant No.9, other 

 strikers captured the key Plant No.4. Pickets outside were aided by the Women's 

 Emergency Brigade, which fended off police until strikers inside secured the vital 

 plant…”  
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FS-D South perpetuates the militaristic tone by calling the conflict a “battle” between 

guards and unionists and describing the diversionary tactics used by the unionists to seize 

Plant No. 4.  This depiction would not be out of place in a tactical history of a Civil War 

battle or World War II campaign.  GMS-DS refrains from employing such war-like 

imagery to tell its story. 

 

 “Starting December 30, 1936, this building was occupied for forty- four days by 

 striking members of the United Auto Workers. The strikers acting in concert with 

 other plants that were closed or to be closed by sit-downs asked for recognition of 

 the union as sole bargaining representative for all hourly-rated employees of 

 General Motors Corporation. Court injunctions and threats of eviction by both the 

 sheriff of Genesee County and the Flint Police Department did not sway the 

 strikers from their goal…” 

 

Here, the conflict is only summarized as “court injunctions and threats of eviction,” in 

addition to the occupation of the actual building at the site, and no violence is mentioned 

at all.   The fact that three different markers about the Flint Sit-Down Strike were 

approved and erected in the same year of 1980, which was less than 50 years after when 

the strike occurred, speaks to the significance of the event to Flint.  While the strike 

ended in a victory for unionists and shook the foundations of the auto industry, it would 

be several decades before the auto industry felt another great blow (Taylor 2010).  

Towards the end of the 1990s and the 2000s, Michigan’s auto industry began to crumble 

due to a combination of factors including competition from overseas and decreased 

demand for American-made vehicles (Taylor 2010).  The Michigan-based auto 

companies General Motors and Chrysler famously accepted federal bailouts in 2008, and 

the industry has still been recovering since then (Taylor 2010; LeDuff 2013).  Michigan 



110 
 

cities like Detroit and Flint still bear the scars of the decline which include staggering 

unemployment and urban decay (LeDuff 2013).   

 The recentness of the steep decline of the auto industry makes it unsurprising that 

no markers address the issue.  Some do acknowledge factory closings that happened 

longer ago, such as the closing of the Dodge Main plant in 1980 as commemorated in the 

marker “Dodge Brothers/Dodge Main” erected in 2007.  However, markers in the past 

five years do not even mention the auto industry at all, let alone describe its precipitous 

crash in the late 2000s.  The last marker referring to the auto industry, “The Buick Open,” 

was dedicated in 2009, and it (ironically) recognizes the Buick Open’s purpose of 

celebrating the longevity and success of General Motors and Buick by pointing out its 

“’Golden Milestone’ fiftieth anniversary.”      

 It will be interesting to see how future historical markers handle the auto crisis 

that impacted Michigan in the late 2000s.  The vast majority of existing markers focus on 

stories of economic prosperity, and the few that do acknowledge downturns almost 

always include a preceding boom or proceeding recovery in the text.  It is possible that 

future markers about the auto industry will model those of the lumber industry, which 

documented both the rapid rise and fall of the industry.  Or, perhaps the recent downturn 

will be treated as an unfortunate blip in an otherwise prosperous industry, as was done 

with the Flint Sit-Down Strike markers of 1980.  This obviously hinges on what happens 

with the auto industry in the coming years and whether or not it recovers to the levels of 

prosperity it once enjoyed.    
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10.5   Tourism 

 The tourism industry does not have any markers written exclusively about it and 

its influence over a region as do the other economic sectors; instead, it is more often 

included as one of several topics in marker texts, or is referenced more indirectly 

through a more specific text, such as historic hotel buildings or resorts.  Tourism can 

encompass many different activities.  In contrast, it is much easier to define what makes 

something a part of the auto industry or the logging industry.  Therefore, the markers in 

the tourism category are more diverse in the stories and narratives that they present.  The 

majority of tourism-related markers are located in the western and northern Lower 

Peninsula, with the exception of a few north of Detroit and around Lansing (Map 16).  

West Michigan and the northern Lower Peninsula are the two places in Michigan that 

are commonly associated with tourism, especially in the summer.  Western and northern 

parts of the state have emerged as destinations for summer and holiday getaways 

(Shabad 2016).  There are 59 markers that describe tourism as an economic livelihood in 

Michigan.  The first to be created was “Mackinac Island” [1956], perhaps the most 

famous tourist spot in Michigan.  Tourism has always been a steady topic of discussion  

in marker texts throughout the program, but it has been more frequently mentioned since 

the early 2000s. 

 In the marker texts, Michigan and its tourist-heavy regions are referred to as 

popular destinations for Midwesterners.  “Lake View Hotel” [1985] on Mackinac Island 

even calls the island on which it stands a “Midwestern tourist mecca.”  “Hotel Perry” 

[1999] in Petoskey goes into greater detail, claiming that “city dwellers from the 

Midwest escaped hot summers in the fresh air of northern Michigan.” Several markers 



112 
 

Map 16 

 

 



113 
 

have asserted that Chicago is one of the urban areas that city dwellers flee for relief; 8 

separate markers attribute Chicago as a specific and important source of tourists in 

Michigan, particularly along the West Michigan lakeshore, and all 8 of these have been 

dedicated since 2002. 

 Michigan owes its ability to attract tourists from out of state to transportation 

infrastructure in the form of railroads and automobiles.  A few early markers describe 

the importance of the railroad for families traveling on vacation.  Starting in the 1920s, 

automobiles began to replace trains as the dominant form of travel, and this also spurred 

Michigan’s tourism industry.  “West Michigan Pike” [2009] in New Buffalo, the first 

Michigan town which a Chicagoan family would pass through on their way to west or 

northern Michigan, describes the importance of the automobile and adequate highway 

infrastructure to the development of these regions’ tourism industries: 

 

 “At the turn of the twentieth century, deep ruts and sand made West Michigan 

 roads nearly impassable. In 1911 the West Michigan Lakeshore Highway 

 Association was founded to promote the construction of the first improved 

 highway along Lake Michigan in order to bring auto tourists from Chicago to 

 Michigan to support the new resort industry that grew up when logging ended in 

 the region…The West Michigan Pike advertised as ‘Lake Shore All the Way, 

 Chicago to Mackinaw’ was completed as a paved highway in 1922. Tourists, 

 particularly those from Chicago who sought cooler temperatures by coming to 

 Michigan, gained greater access to communities dotting the Lake Michigan shore 

 between the Indiana state line and the Straits of Mackinac….A full-blown tourism 

 industry with lodgings restaurants and attractions grew up along the West 

 Michigan Pike and flourished into the twenty-first century.” 

 

 In addition to the auto industry, this text also makes note of the disappearance of 

the logging industry and the subsequent creation of resorts and tourist attractions along 

the Lake Michigan lakeshore as an alternative economic venture.  A similar theme of 

economic refocusing from lumber to vacationers is seen in “Bois Blanc Island” [1990], 
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east of Mackinac Island; the marker states that “During the twentieth century, Bois 

Blanc's wilderness supported a lucrative lumber industry before giving way to tourism. 

Although primarily a resort in 1990, the island had forty-five permanent residents.”  

Changing economic activities of Michigan are often linked together in such ways in 

marker texts. 

 It remains to be seen if the recent slight increase in references to tourism in 

marker texts continues.  Given the unprecedented scope and success of the state 

government’s recent “Pure Michigan” national advertising campaign, which aims to 

depict Michigan as an attractive, drivable tourist destination, it would not be surprising 

to see more markers created that refer to the continuing growth of tourism in Michigan 

(Grinnell 2014; Associated Press 2009).  After all, one of the historical marker 

program’s original purposes was to “enhance cultural tourism,” so it follows that the 

promise of more tourists may be motivating the creation of more markers to attract these 

tourists to sites of historical significance (Michigan Historical Markers Act, 1955).     

  

10.6   Conclusion 

  Some of the major industries of Michigan are linked as stages of economic 

succession in many of the texts.  The logging industry is often described as the first 

major industry to develop an area, and the environmental degradation and clearcutting of 

area forests forced these regions to turn to new economic livelihoods including 

agriculture and tourism.  Areas that did not successfully diversify their economies after 

the fall of the logging industry paid the price and several markers about logging ghost 

towns recognize that fact.  Tourism is the most recent leading topic of economic 
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commemoration, and the state is still investing in it as a source of sustainable income 

particularly for western and northern Michigan.  It will be fascinating to see how the 

marker program narrates any future industries that emerge as major sectors of the state’s 

economy and if such a “stages of succession” approach will be used.  Future marker 

texts’ discussions about the auto industry will be of particular interest as well, for it 

remains to be seen if the auto industry can recapture the vigor it once possessed; if it 

cannot, then new industries will likely take its place.  They will likely be portrayed as 

successors to a completed boom-and-bust cycle, at least if past markers offer guidance. 

  The Michigan Historical Marker Program tends to favor profitable and regionally 

or nationally important industries when it describes economic livelihoods that have been 

pursued in Michigan.  While it does acknowledge the eventual downturns experienced 

by boom-and-bust industries of the past, such as the logging industry, texts tend to focus 

more on the initial boom rather than the bust.  It is not surprising that a state historical 

marker program uses this type of narrative strategy; it is certainly not in the state’s best 

interest to commemorate and public promote stories of economic failure in the state.  If 

someone who did not know anything about the economic history of Michigan or its 

current status were to read the marker texts, they would likely think of Michigan as a 

place of great prosperity.  This is an example of the program’s commemoration in 

Michigan attempting to create a positive image of the state. 
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CHAPTER 11: CONCLUSION 

 Analysis of content, discourse, and spatial location among varying common topics 

of discussion in Michigan’s historical markers has revealed varied trends in each since 

1955.  To better understand the broad changes that have occurred, the program was first 

divided into four eras based on commemoration style and procedural structure.  The first 

era, stretching from 1955 through 1968, is characterized by broad marker topics that 

focus topics including military conflict, native peoples, universities, and geographic 

features.  The second era from 1969 to 1987 features a heightened emphasis on 

buildings and other significant aspects of the built landscape.  The third era directly 

corresponds with the State Historic Preservation Office’s oversight of the program, and 

this era contains many markers that do not have any interpretive text.  The final era, 

beginning in 2003 and continuing to the present, is based on policy changes rather than 

noticeable changes in the markers themselves, for markers created after this point were 

done so under the auspices of the Michigan Historical Markers Act of 2002. 

 The most common topics memorialized by the program were then analyzed 

individually to determine changes over time.  African American commemoration 

increased substantially in the mid-1970s and has continued to be a common topic.  

African American individual experiences and accomplishments have been featured more 

prominently, complementing the program’s steady shift towards using more progressive 

language when referring to African Americans.  In terms of spatial distribution, African 

American markers have remained concentrated around the Detroit area.  European 

groups were initially portrayed as heroic conquerors of a wild, virgin land, and the 

French were the most frequently mentioned.  Since the 1970s, however, many more 
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European groups have been presented, and the most common themes have been of their 

religious traditions and the economic success of immigrants.  The spatial distributions of 

the most common European groups were then discussed, with some groups such as the 

Dutch showing noticeable regional clusters.  Similar to African Americans, Native 

Americans have proven to be a historically marginalized group that has seen improved 

representation in the marker landscape over the years.  Early markers depicted them as 

hostile, dangerous enemies of a bygone age, but this has gradually given way to markers 

that acknowledge the losses sustained by Native Americans, pre-European contact 

aspects of indigenous history, and even a few markers written in an indigenous 

language.  Military history markers first focused on the War of 1812, likely because of 

Michigan’s significant role as a setting for the conflict.  The Civil War emerged in the 

1970s as a common topic of commemoration with several markers being placed at battle 

sites outside of Michigan where Michiganians fought for the Union.  Markers about the 

World Wars focus on Michigan’s role as an industrial giant that helped fuel the 

American war effort.  World War I markers feature more discussion of veterans than do 

markers about World War II.  Economic livelihoods presented in the markers were 

analyzed according to the most commonly mentioned activities.  Logging has remained 

a frequently remembered topic, with many markers describing the industry’s rise and 

fall.  Agriculture is often presented as a successor to the logging industry, and it tends to 

be commemorated through the context of the built environment that has been preserved 

on successful settler homesteads.  The auto industry is noted by the markers for its early 

spectacle and wealth, and it remains to be seen if future markers will acknowledge the 

industry’s downturn in the late 2000s.  Unsurprisingly, auto industry makers are largely 
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found around southeastern cities like Detroit and Flint.  Finally, the tourism industry is a 

recent focus of markers referring to economic activities, and they tend to portray 

Michigan as a vacation haven for Midwesterners.  These markers tend to be 

concentrated on the coast of Lake Michigan and in the northern portion of the Lower 

Peninsula.  

 This thesis is intended to offer an example of how analyzing a monument 

landscape can offer a unique perspective of how historical preservation practices, 

including what topics and themes are deemed worthy of public commemoration, can 

change over time.  This is in keeping with the dynamic, contestable nature of cultural 

landscapes.  While previous studies of monuments often take critical stances and call for 

more inclusiveness within such programs or geographic study areas, few acknowledge 

the importance of historical development of what is, and is not, commemorated.  

  It is too simplistic to describe the narratives presented by existing monuments 

without properly acknowledging the historical context.  This is not to say that archaic or 

obsolete markers should not be critiqued; several of Michigan’s older historical markers 

put forth outdated language or narratives that would not be approved if erected now.  It 

is also problematic that there are still markers in Michigan that refer to African 

Americans as “Negroes” and Native Americans as “savages,” to say nothing of the 

thematic representations of such groups.  But, consideration of the chronological 

development of the program as a whole reveals marked improvement of the 

inclusiveness and diversity of Michigan’s commemorative landscape.  It is my hope that 

the state of Michigan continues to build upon this progression and does not shy away 

from difficult topics, stories of minorities, or other new ideas of public memory.  Much 
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of this responsibility certainly lies with the citizens of Michigan, as they are responsible 

for initiating, researching, and raising the funds for new historical markers.  

 If future markers continue to follow current trends, they will favor more detailed 

and specific instances of historical significance rather than broad sketches of larger 

geographic regions or time periods. Over its 60-year history, the marker program has 

tightened its focus from the general to the specific.  The narrowing of the temporal and 

geographic ranges covered in individual marker texts has transcended certain topical and 

thematic categories and is a uniting characteristic of the entire program’s development.  

The first era of the program described in the “Program Eras” chapter stretches from the 

creation of the first marker in 1955 through 1968, and it includes many broad topics 

about entire time periods and regions.  This contrasts with more recent markers, which 

tend to be focused on the particular.  More recent markers have allowed for more 

inclusiveness shown towards specific individuals, places, and events which otherwise 

might not have been included in a marker or marker text.  In this way, markers and 

marker texts are now much more likely to describe individualized, local accounts of 

history.  This trend can be detected in each of the topical categories described in this 

study. 

 As the Michigan Historical Marker Act of 2002 states, the markers are intended to 

foster “a sense of identity for Michiganians.”  What, then, is this Michiganian identity 

that the program is trying to create?  As the above chapters indicate, it has changed over 

time, and markers from the 1950s and 1960s paint a different picture of the state than 

those from more recent decades.  When taken as a whole, however, it is clear that the 

markers indicate that Michigan is a place that 1) has great historical significance, 2) has 
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enjoyed prosperity, innovation, and a wealth of both tangible and intangible resources, 

3) has successfully overcome challenges, and 4) has a bright future.  While there are 

markers that are not so sanguine, the broader narrative is positive in that it praises the 

state’s history and looks to the future with hope and confidence.  On the whole, the 

markers indicate that Michigan has been, and will continue to be, a great state to call 

home.  

 While this study attempts to describe in detail the themes and topics that are most 

commonly encountered in the Michigan Historical Marker Program, it is certainly 

nowhere near a complete assessment of the markers.  There are many themes that could 

not be explored here due to constraints of time and space.  With over 1,800 historical 

markers currently approved, and that number increasing every year, the possibilities are 

endless for new potential research questions and approaches to take.   

 One potential avenue is to examine specific regions in Michigan rather than topics 

of commemoration.  The Straits of Mackinac, for instance, contain a high density of 

markers with 39, 26 of which are on Mackinac Island.  Why does this small area contain 

so many markers?  Mackinac is one of the leading tourist destinations in Michigan; is 

the high density of markers a deliberate effort to increase and/or commemorate heritage 

tourism?  Or, is it simply a place with a lot of historical resources that have been 

considered worthy of commemoration by the program?  “Historic Fort Mackinac” 

[1958] appears to corroborate this theory with its claim that Mackinac Island “has been 

called one of the most historic places in the Middle West,” but why does the program 

think so?  Deeper research is needed to explain regional variations in spatial 

distributions like this. 
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 It would be extremely interesting to research the process of creating an historical 

marker, rather than the markers themselves.  Archival research of any existing 

documents that describe the relationship between local activists and state officials and 

how decisions regarding the marker texts and their approval are made would help to 

reveal the true nature of the power relations between the two entities.  The state’s control 

over standardization of criteria required for the creation of a marker certainly puts them 

in the more powerful position on paper, but a case-by-case analysis of experiences may 

be necessary to properly understand the importance of person-to-person interactions in 

the creation of public memory in Michigan. 

 Despite these unanswered questions, this thesis adds greatly to the existing 

literature in geography about historical marker programs.  I have shown how state 

commemoration through historical markers is fluid in that the topics being remembered 

and the narratives surrounding them can change over time.  Studies of three other state 

programs are referenced here: North Carolina’s highway markers by Alderman (2012), 

Alabama’s historical markers by Cook (2014), and California’s historical landmarks by 

Otterstrom and Davis (2016).  Neither of the studies by Alderman or Cook account for 

temporal changes, although Alderman does note that North Carolina’s program has 

shown signs of becoming more inclusive of controversial moments in its history.  

Otterstrom and Davis do approach California’s historic landmarks with the intention of 

discerning change over time, and they do indicate that the degree of inclusion for 

different topics has shifted.  However, the authors pay no attention to the ways in which 

certain topics are portrayed.  As my own analysis of Michigan’s historical markers 

indicates, such context is needed in order to fully understand the changes that have taken 
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place in commemorative landscapes.  It is my hope that future researchers can look to 

this study as an example of how to account for this.   

  This thesis not only helps to shed light on the history of the state of Michigan, but 

more importantly on how the state of Michigan remembers its history.  While I was 

working on this project, any time someone from Michigan asked me about my research 

and what a historical marker was, all I had to say was something along the lines of “the 

green plaques with gold lettering” and they instantly knew what I was talking about.  

The fact that Michiganians are so familiar with the sight of the green plaques with the 

gold lettering speaks to how public the program is; many people probably walk by a 

historical marker every day on their way to work, or maybe their local church has one 

mounted next to the front door.  In the summer in which the field work for this study 

was performed, I passed by two historical markers any time I drove from my home to 

the local shopping mall.  The visual prominence of the program is all the more reason to 

understand how the markers present versions of public memory, for Michiganians are 

often exposed to their narratives, and as David Lowenthal (2015) points out, this 

exposure influences their own perspectives and knowledge about the site being 

commemorated.  Pierre Nora famously noted that monuments are places where public 

memory “both crystallizes and secretes itself” (1989, pg. 7).  The public memories that 

are manifested and promoted by historical markers can do much to influence people’s 

own memories, and Michigan’s historical markers are no exception.  The Michigan 

Historical Marker Program is thusly an extremely important facet of the state’s history.   
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