NORTHFIELD LETTER SHOWS LIFE IN 1841


Old post offices in Northfield were many and varied over the years.  Collectors value letters or envelopes postmarked from offices like these because their postmarks, often handwritten in the early days, are comparatively rare from rural areas like ours where the population was small.  The Northfield Historical Society has purchased its first historic document, on eBay, thanks to a tip from Ann Arbor local historian Wystan Stevens.  It is a one-page letter headed “Northfield” from resident William Hallock and dated 1841.  There is no envelope, but an Ann Arbor stamped postmark appears on an outside fold of the letter.  


Approximately two years ago, NTHS featured a copy of one of the earliest letters known to us from a Northfield resident, James M. Hallock.  The original of that one is in the private collection of early postmarks owned by Professor Cary Johnson of Ann Arbor. He also has several others written by both James and William.  

James was the postmaster of Harrison, which he created and named for the purpose of setting up his post office.  He named it for the recently deceased President William Henry Harrison, who died after only three months in office.  William Hallock was James’s great uncle.  For some reason, William didn’t use his Harrison post office to send this particular letter, although he did for some of his others in the Cary Johnson collection.

Harrison was apparently located, as so many rural post offices were, in a local farmhouse.  We are not certain of the location, but it was somewhere near the intersection of Joy and Old Whitmore Lake Roads in the southern part of Northfield close to the border with Ann Arbor Township.

One feature of these letters to modern eyes is their “creative” spellings of many words.  Spelling in that time period was not standardized, and many variations can be seen in William’s writing.  Punctuation, too, is often absent so beginnings and endings of sentences must be inferred from the context.  The letter is written to his grand-nephew, Mr. Young Lewis of Lenox, in Madison County, NY, just after William returned to Michigan from a visit there.  He mentions that it took a week for him to get home, and we assume he traveled on the Erie Canal as he speaks of getting a severe cold “up [on] the lake” which lasted two months.  Back home, he writes of sickness in Livingston County, but “healthy in our neighborhood.”

Politics is a constant subject of interest to both William and James.  Just as we were recently involved in a controversial election, William was writing in a year when the first American President to die in office, William Henry Harrison, had been succeeded by his Vice-President John Tyler.  William writes,” Mr. Sturgis has been hear and staid with us one night we are wide awake on polliticks.”  We assume that William, like James, was a supporter of the Whig party and Tyler.

While we cannot be sure, William was probably at least a part-time farmer.  He speaks of “our” crops: wheat, he says, was selling that fall for $1 a bushel for a good crop, dropping to as low as 5 shillings, but that their spring crop of corn was much better than they thought it would be in spite of very dry weather.


William also gives travel advice to “Franklin,” possibly another relative, who is thinking of coming [and subsequently did] to Michigan.  William asks his grand nephew to advance Franklin money for the trip [“the fair hear”], which he assures that he will repay.  He advises Young Lewis to tell Franklin to pack compactly “since they charge by the barrel and bulk,” and to keep out bedding and warm clothes for the trip across the lake [Ontario] – the Erie Canal terminated at Buffalo, NY.


While we have more to discover about the Hallock family, the letter represents a step toward building our archive with an original document from early in our township’s history.  It gives us in the 21st Century a glimpse of what life was like in Northfield over one hundred sixty years ago. 

