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From President Siciliano’s Desk 
Greetings to our members: 

Your board in the last four months continues to be work to advance our 
organization’s mission. 

We continue to work to meet our financial obligations.  This spring saw us 
complete the payment of our obligations to the City of Traverse City for the past 
use of the Carnegie Building. As we no longer have costs associated with the 
facility, we revised our 2017 budget at our February meeting.  We are now in a 
position to begin restoring our Petertyl Account for historical education, and we 
have also committed to monthly payments of $100 to the Traverse Area District 
Library to support the care of the historical archives which are located there. 
Board member Peg Siciliano and I have also established a matching grant for our 
members where we will match contributions to the Petertyl Fund up to $100 per 
month for this calendar year. Thus far generous donors have fully matched our 
donation for the first three months. I want to thank these donors for their 
generosity.  
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We have also completed all of the paperwork and have received state approval to 
officially establish our name as the Traverse Area Historical Society (TAHS) and 
our principal office at 627 Eastwood Avenue, in Traverse City. Our board 
meetings are now being held there. We are happy that members are attending our 
board meetings at this new location and all members are welcome to attend. Our 
next board meeting will be Tuesday, May 2, 2017 at 6:00 pm. 

We are also glad to announce that Bob Wilhelm’s book Traverse City: Then and 
Now has been successfully published. Its first run of 150 books has met with 
enthusiastic reception from our community. Copies of the book are available for 
sale at our monthly programs. 

We have expanded our use of email blasts to share the programming 
announcements of other historical organizations. Most TAHS members have 
elected to receive this enhanced information while a few have opted out. We 
hope with this enhanced system, we can assist fellow historical societies in 
promoting historical programming within our region. 

We have had four extremely successful monthly programs in 2017. The audience 
attendance and participation has been wonderful. Most of our programs saw over 
seventy attendees. 

In January, Ottawa/Chippewa Tribal member JoAnne Cook spoke to us about the 
history of the Odawa Anishinabek people from the Grand Traverse area.  She 
shared how tradition and culture is vital to the Anishinabe way of life. She 
provided an in depth description of the origins of the local native culture and how 
it has developed to contemporary life. 

   

 

In February, Great Lakes Shipping historian Steve Kelsch spoke on Steamers of 
the Grand Traverse Bay Line. He described how Traverse City was a hub for 
freight and passenger transportation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. With a host of photographs from his collection, the audience enjoyed the 
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history of the early steamers at Grand Traverse Bay, which stopped at Old 
Mission, Neahtawanta, Omena, Suttons Bay, Northport and Traverse City. 

  

 

In March, author Kathy Firestone spoke on the history of Power Island, that 
famed plot of land in West Grand Traverse Bay that was the playground of the 
likes of Henry Ford, Harvey Firestone, Thomas Edison and Babe Ruth. She 
shared wonderful stories of the many names of the island and of those who lived 
there. These people included its original owners, including a reclusive Civil War 
veteran and various affluent families, to the final owners who ultimately turned it 
into a public island for all to enjoy. 

  

  

 

In April, Norton Bretz, President of the Eastport Historical Society, shared the 
compelling story of how racism during the Reconstruction Era in Michigan led to 
an 1870 murder that echoes issues our country still deals with today. He told the 
story of African American William Swan who was murdered by two Civil War 
veterans who were acquitted. Mr. Bretz, a descendant of these veterans, gave a 
lively recounting of this event and its aftermath. 
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Thank you, 

Stephen Siciliano 

 

 
News from the Archives  
 

Old Photographs Find New Life, Thanks to Volunteers 
TAHS members have likely noticed a number of construction projects around 
town, including the complete renovation at 329 E. State Street, the new Bulldogs 
Barbershop on Cass Street, and the interior revamps of FireFly Restaurant on 
Cass Street and the Wilhelm Building at the southwest corner of Front and 
Union. What do all these projects have in common? They made use of the 
archives in early 2017! 

In the case of Bulldogs and FireFly, both used historical photographs from the 
archives to decorate their interiors. Photographs found of 329 E. State Street 
showed the current owner the former layouts of the interior of the building, 
spanning four decades. The current owner of the Wilhelm Building received a 
digital copy from the archives, and then had a copy printed and framed as a gift 
for his new tenants. There is a variety of uses for old photographs, from the 
decorative to the practical. 

Without our hardy volunteers working to organize, describe, and digitize the 
photographs in our holdings, my job would be much more difficult! Knowing the 
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exact photographs that would be the most helpful for researchers could be a 
chore, if we needed to manually search the collection every time we had a 
request. Fortunately, through the efforts of volunteers for the Traverse Area 
Historical Society and Traverse Area District Library, we have over 30,000 
images described in our digital catalogs at 
http://grandtraverse.pastperfectonline.com/ and http://localhistory.tadl.org/. 

That is hardly all of the images in our archives, though. As I type this, I recall the 
6-volume set of images donated by Tom Bensley, Sr., sitting on shelf E-3 and 
waiting for a volunteer. The Novaks (pictured here with a set of aerial 
photographs they organized, foldered and boxed), are next going to tackle a 
couple volumes of Traverse City State Hospital images, taken by Bob Wilhelm in 
the 1980s, which includes a number of very fragile Polaroid images.  

Bensie Benghauser, also pictured here, works to keep our catalog clean and 
orderly, largely by giving a definitive description and ensuring that all related 
photographs link to that same description. Here is an example of Bensie’s work: 
What is the definitive name of Mode’s Bum Steer? In our catalog, other 
volunteers called it Mode’s, Mode’s Bumsteer, Mode’s Bar, Modes Bumsteer, 
etc. But Bensie has us all straightened out! It is indeed Mode’s Bum Steer, and 
all images of Mode’s in our collection now link to that name. If you’d like to 
check out Bensie’s work, you can look at our vocabulary index page at 
http://grandtraverse.pastperfectonline.com/vocabulary. 
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Next time you peruse your personal photographs, look at them with an eye to 
what might be valuable to researchers in the future, and consider donating them 
to the archives! You can trust that the volunteers and I will care for them now 
and into the future, and they’ll have a second life. Who knows what wall your 
photograph will grace 100 years from now? 

 

Amy Barritt, MSI, CA  

Special Collections Librarian  

Traverse Area District Library  

abarritt@tadl.org  

231-932-8502 
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Opportunities for Volunteers 
Would you like to…  

1. Help out at the archives under the supervision of Amy Barritt, special 
collections librarian (see her report in this issue for possibilities)?  

2. Write an article about history or nature for the Grand Traverse Journal?  

3. Explore ways of getting local history into the schools? 

4. Serve on a board committee to work on such projects as newsletters, mailings, 
programming or maintaining the website? 

5. Attend TAHS board meetings to find out more about board activities and what 
you might do to participate? 

6.  Consider being a program presenter at an upcoming monthly program at 
TADL? 

7. Or…do whatever job you think would be useful to the Society?  

 

Leave an email at contact@traversehistory.org if you are interested in doing any 
of these things. 

 

 

 

 

Spring Program Events, 2017 
The TAHS has one more spring program to be presented on Sunday, May 21st in 
the McGuire Room at the Traverse Area District Library. It will start at 1:00 
p.m., with light refreshments being served following the program.   

May 21st: “Les Biederman and the History of Radio in Traverse City,” given by 
local historian Maddie Lundy 

 

Summer Tours, 2017 
The TAHS summer tours are beginning soon: 

• The Oakwood Cemetery Tours resume on Sunday, June 18, 2017.   
• Downtown tours will also commence in June, including the probable 

addition of a new tour covering Sixth Street of Old Town. 

Each will be led by experience TAHS members who will describe the rich 
history of the area. Watch for coming announcements for exact times and dates.  
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Link to TAHS Website 
To connect to the Traverse Area Historical Society website, click on 
http://traversehistory.org. 

 

 


