ZUCK HOUSE REIGNS AS QUEEN OF MAIN STREET

By Rusty Towers

She stands at the head of East Shore Drive on Main Street, graced with four narrow columns and crowned with a second floor balcony.  This historic Greek revival gem of Whitmore Lake has recently undergone exterior work which might have piqued the curiosity of villagers.  Known  as the Zuck House for its builder and “first family,” the house is the oldest in Northfield Township and one of the oldest in Washtenaw County, just a year away from its 175th birthday.

Mr. Richard Rowe, the current owner, was happy to share some information about the house and the work recently done to maintain it and its five apartments.  The slender columns fronting the house had rotted out at the bottom.  While Rowe could not be sure, he estimated that they had last been replaced around the turn of the (20th) century since they were not of treated wood, but he did not believe they were original.  Likewise, the floor of the balcony was replaced with treated wood decking material since water and time had eroded the floor so that it was unsafe.  A new railing will be installed, but awaits warmer weather.

Other improvements include a new well, which had to be dug since the old one literally went dry last summer and fall.  The original hand-dug well, covered with a cement slab, was only 13 feet deep.  A second well – the one that failed – had been put in during the 1940’s or 50’s and was approximately 45 feet deep, but required extensive filtration and softening for iron deposits.  The new well came in significantly deeper than average for the area – 181 feet.  The water, however, is very pure and clear.  Regulations now require old wells to be filled and capped, so the previous two have now been filled.  It’s enough to make an historian cry, since old wells are often rich sources of artifacts, having served as the 19th Century household’s landfill.  We can only speculate what might have been covered up in that 13 feet.

A small stone building on the property, which Rowe believes was originally a smokehouse, is used now for storage.  The house is in the process of being painted, but this will not be completed until the weather warms.  The County Road Commission’s work on the stop light, turn lane, and street lighting at Main and East Shore resulted in the removal of the picket fence that used to front the property.  The electrical box for the crosswalk and stoplight now take up space from the front yard, and while Rowe would like to replace the fence, it cannot go at the edge of the sidewalk due to easement limitations.

  The interior of the house has plaster walls and wide-board hardwood floors throughout.  Bark-covered floor joists in the basement are supported on a fieldstone foundation.  Nearly all of the kitchens and bathrooms have been updated in recent years.  

Rowe recalls how he acquired the house in 1978.  He was looking for a summer cottage on Whitmore Lake.  He found one he liked, but a snafu with financing sent him looking for another property.  Oren Nelson, Whitmore Lake’s real estate man-for-all-seasons, drew his attention to the Zuck House, which was available on a land contract, and after a bit of “horse trading,” the deal was done.

Christian Zuck, Northfield pioneer and master carpenter, built the house shortly after he purchased 160 acres from the Federal government in 1831.  He and his wife, Lydia Stratton Zuck, would still recognize the exterior “hen and chicks” style of his original design, a central two-story Greek “temple,” with a one-story wing on each side.  Early Methodists held occasional services there before their first church was built out at Leland Corners (later Emery) at North Territorial and Earhart.

Zuck sold the house when he moved out of Michigan in 1846.  It first went to James Duncan, then to William Nelson Stevens, after which it began its new career as a “public house.”  It served variously as an overnight stagecoach stop called the Half-way House; the town post office; headquarters of an ice company owned by the Toledo, Ann Arbor, and North Michigan Railroad; the summer cottage of a wealthy Toledo entrepreneur; a restaurant called The Motor Inn; a tourist home during World War II; and a doctor’s residence and office, before conversion to apartments in 1961.

The building represents an architectural style of simplicity and grace; other examples have nearly all disappeared from Whitmore Lake.  Its many owners from the earliest days to now have thought enough of Zuck’s creation to use it as well as preserve it. Since it was here before there was a village, the Zuck house deserves the regard of all our residents, a symbol of the continuity of community.   

