
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
History Trail—The Land Tells a Story 

 
 Visitors to the Whitehouse Nature Center often express surprise at our luck in acquiring land so diverse 
and undisturbed. Looking more closely, however, one becomes aware that this land has been put to many 
uses—both by settlers and Native Americans. Whatever can be done to land has been done to this land. It has 
been burned, drained, timbered, plowed, grazed, quarried, and built upon. People have hunted, fished, and 
gathered wild foods here. Sometimes the land has been nurtured and sometimes abused, but never left 
undisturbed. 
 The changes in the land since these events are partly the result of natural processes and partly due to the 
foresight and hard work of the many people who have helped develop the Nature Center. 
 Nine sites have been marked with red, white and blue symbols, and a history of each is included, along 
with a map, in this brochure. 
 As you walk the trails, perhaps this brochure will help you understand your role in the story of the land 
as it is now as well as your place in its future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

History Trail 
(Symbols are Red, White, and Blue) 

 

 
 
 

1. Bog fires 
2. Hannahs’ Mills 
3. Barn foundation 
4. Interurban railroad 
5. Sandstone quarry 
6. Indian camp 
7. Murdock Drain 
8. Gravel pit 
9. Old Dump

 



Bog Fires—# 1 
 

 In October 1963, a spark from a junkyard on 
Newburg Road ignited a fire which burned ten acres 
of land to the west of the road plus many more acres 
to the east. These and other fires in the area 
smoldered for two weeks due to a severe drought 
which made it difficult to extinguish them. The 
acrid fumes from the fires caused illness and as 
many as fifty highway accidents were blamed on 
the thick smog. An inverted air pressure system was 
responsible for the fact that the smog did not blow 
away. Smog was so thick that the sky appeared dark 
in the Five Points area. A local 19 year-old man was 
taken to court by the DNR for burning without a 
permit and causing the Newburg fires.  
 

Hannahs’ Mills 
(also known as Newburg Mills and Amsden-

Campbell Mills) —#2 
 
 Just east of the Newburg Road bridge once 
stood a large, wooden Greek revival building 
known as the Newburg Mills. These mills had 
“three run of stone in the grist mill and one upright 
wheel in the sawmill and where powered by a large 
over-shot water wheel.” The mills were built by 
Mariving Hannahs in 1844 and were referred to as 
“Hannahs’ Follies” since they were not as profitable 
as the Albion Mill located downtown. Both were 
owned by the Amsden-Campbell Company, but the 
ill-fated Newburg Mill burned in April 1903. 
 While it operated, the Newburg Mill 
provided an ideal swimming hole for young boys; 
an old picture shows Elmer Van Sickle swinging 
into the water from a rope. It also became known as 
a picnic place for Albion College students who 
canoed from downriver. During June, sheep were 
washed one-quarter mile west of the mill where the 
river opened out and was about four feet deep.  
 What remains of these mills is visible from 
the Newburg Road bridge looking east, as a line of 
old foundation blocks projecting into the river.  
 

Barn Foundation—# 3 
 

 Between 1911 and 1916, Elmer Van Sickle 
built a barn south of the Kalamazoo River on the 
227-acre farm extending east and west of Newburg 
Road. Barns built during this period used fieldstone 
that was “worked” (split or trimmed) by stone 
masons and laid so that each stone rested on two 
beneath it. Mortar of sand and powdered limestone 
was used to fill in spaces, but not to provide 
support, which came only from the way in which 
the stones were staggered. Fieldstones used for such 
building purposes were glacially deposited and are 
still in plentiful supply as they are continually thrust 
upward by the action of frost in the soil. 
 The daughter of Floyd Van Sickle, Helen 
Murdock, remembers a store in connection with the 
barn raising. According to family legend, her 
grandfather and father were tied together at the 
waist with ropes while working on the barn roof. 
They both fell at the same time and were saved by 
the ropes. 
 Harold Porr owned the farm after Floyd Van 
Sickle and during the ‘30s and ‘40s, operated a 
truck garden north of the barn where the Nature 
Center’s reconstructed prairie now stands. His cattle 
may have grazed into the wooded portion of the 
farm, explaining the absence of wildflowers there 
when Albion College purchased this area in 1972.  
 

Prairie Trail 
 



Interurban Railroad  
(Known as Michigan Electric Railroad and 

Michigan Urban Railroad Co.) —# 4 
 

 The three-acre strip through the middle of 
the Nature Center was once the road bed of the 
“Interurban.” This land was deeded to the Jackson-
Albion Electric Railway Co. by Sarah M. Murdock 
in 1902. The Company operated between 1904 and 
1929, when it went bankrupt; all tracks were torn up 
by 1930. 
 “Locals” on the railroad ran every half hour 
and stopped where people wanted on or off, at 
Albion College, or farms to pick up milk, produces, 
and farm children who were coming to town to 
attend high school. A 1921-25 Interurban time card 
shows that the local stopped at Murdock Road on 
the edge of the Whitehouse Nature Center. 
 “Limiteds,” traveling 75 mph in open 
country, stopped at cities between Kalamazoo and 
Detroit. In Albion, the limiteds stopped every 2 
hours at the Interurban Station downtown. The fare 
from Albion to Jackson was 31 cents.  
 

 
Interpretive Building

Sandstone Quarry—# 5 
  
  In about 1840, a sandstone quarry was in 
operation in what is now the abandoned farm field 
at the Nature Center. This land was owned by 
Layton Palmer in 1840 and later bought by Samuel 
Huxford, who had only recently arrived in Albion 
and was a real estate investor. 
 The quarry, being only a mild and a half 
from town, was a convenient source for the stone 
used to build a flouring mill in 1845 called Albion 
Mills. These mills were built by Jesse Browell, I, 
Frost, and Charles Rice and were at the time, the 
largest flouring mills in Michigan. The stones of 
several of the porches in Albion area also believed 
to have been quarried from the same site. 
 In 1916, the walls from these mills were 
reconstructed to build the Commercial and Savings 
Bank, which later became City Bank and Trust. The 
wall is still visible from the alley at CB&T. The 
cornerstone of the mill was moved to Crowell Park 
where it now stands. Bill Bartels of the Albion 
College Geology Department believes the stone in 
the walls of the bank and the cornerstone match the 
stone in the quarry, though weathering makes 
positive matching impossible.  
 Geologist examining bedrock at this site 
found 400 million year-old sandstone only a few 
inches above the water table; the sandstone is 
deeply weathered and soft which allows water to 
ooze up easily.  
 We assume trees in and around the quarry 
have grown up since it was abandoned at estimate 
their age at 100 years.  

 
Kalamazoo River



Indian Camp—# 6 
 
 The finding of archeologist G.A. Schultz in 
1909-1913 and those of Liz Brumfiel of the Albion 
College Anthropology Department in 1982 show 
that Native Americans once hunted, fished, and 
gathered food right where you are standing! 
 The journal kept by Mr. Schultz in 1909 
shows that many of the artifacts in his collection 
were found in two areas now belonging to Albion 
College: the athletic field and the abandoned farm 
owned by the Murdocks. These artifacts have been 
either lost of sold, but others found more recently 
by Dr. Brumfiel and her students are in the Albion 
College collection and will be on display 
occasionally at the Nature Center. 
 The Brumfiel dig revealed objects at a depth 
of about one foot—shards from clay vessels still 
bearing potter’s marks, a tiny stone drill, a scraper, 
arrowheads, flint chips from tool making, spear 
points, and fire-cracked rocks used to bring water to 
a boil. The dig also revealed a building foundation 
where the “wigwam” was anchored to the ground. 
 The banks of the Kalamazoo River today 
offer many of the same wild foods available to the 
Native Americans who lived in these winter hunting 
camps 500-1,000 years ago; even more plentiful 
then than now would have been rabbit, raccoon, 
fish, nuts, arrowhead roots, cattail roots, and pollen 
used for flour, etc.  
 

 
Wildlife on the Kalamazoo River 
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Murdock Drainage Ditch—# 7 

 
 The lands to the east and south of the 
Kalamazoo River North Branch shed water in the 
direction of this drainage ditch. At one time it was 
the southern boundary of Sarah and Gilson 
Murdock’s dairy farm; now it forms the southern 
boundary of the Nature Center, making an ideal 
feeding ground for woodcocks, which we hope will 
visit and nest in the managed woodcock habitat. It 
was originally three feet wide at the bottom and 
sloped upward for twenty feet on each side. 
According to John Passmore, who farmed the area 
for forty years, the ditch was dredged about twenty-
five years ago. 
 The story of the Murdock Drain reveals an 
anecdote in women’s history. Sarah Murdock was 
part owner of the farm with her husband, and 
probably felt strongly the rights of this ownership 
since the land had belonged to her parents, Samuel 
and Samantha Huxford. When she insisted on 
signing the petition for the drain in 1909, the 
Calhoun County and Jackson County Drain 
Commissioners seriously considered dismissing the 
application; they apparently viewed her signing of 
the application as “peculiar.” 
 The Drain was finally constructed in the fall 
of 1910 at a cost of $1500.  



 
Gravel Pit—# 8 

 The pond areas and banks of the Habitat 
Improvement Area in the Nature Center are due to 
effects of digging gravel from this area from 1911-
1938. There is actually some debate over the dates 
of the gravel pit operation. In the files of the Albion 
Historical Society, there is a photocopy of an 
agreement between Grace Van Sickle and a Charles 
H. Marston that he will not operate a competitive 
gravel pit on land sold to him by the Van Sickles. 
This agreement was signed in 1938, which would 
indicate that gravel was still mined there. Some 
believe the gravel pit closed around 1930; perhaps it 
closed and reopened later. John Passmore, who 
farmed for Floyd Van Sickle, believes the pit closed 
between 1950 and 1960.  
 This glacially deposited gravel was used in 
many local construction projects, including the 
building of Old Michigan Avenue and other Albion 
city streets.  

 
 

Old Dump—# 9 
 

 The site that had previously been operated 
as a gravel pit by Floyd Van Sickle and before him 
by his father, Elmer, is shown in a 1966 aerial 
photograph to have contained as many as 200 old 
car bodies. These cars, as well as other refuse and 
debris from house torn down by Albion College, 
were removed or buried during the mid-seventies as 
the Nature Center prepared what is now known as 
the Habitat Improvement Area. This area, with its 
three ponds, grass, and 8,000 plantings, is 
unrecognizable today as an old landfill.  

 
 
 
 

 


