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Historical Setting 
 
Grosse Ile is a distinctive island with a rich and colorful history. The Potowatomi Indians, 
who claimed the Detroit River area as their ancestral land, called the largest island at the 
base of the river, Kitcheminishen.  Seventeenth century French explorers later marked the 
island La Grosse Ile, meaning the large island, which became its proper name.  
 
The Iroquois Indians took over the Detroit River as their trade route in the 1600’s and 
drove all persons away.  It wasn’t until the early 1700’s that Cadillac, a French explorer,  
founded Fort Pontchartrain (Detroit) and encouraged the return of the Indians and the 
establishment of villages.  Cadillac gave La Grosse Ile as a gift to his daughter.  The King 
of France revoked many of the grants and lands that were awarded by Cadillac for the 
explorer had never been empowered to award such gifts.   
 
In 1760 Grosse Ile came under British rule when the French surrendered Detroit to Major 
Robert Rogers and his Rangers.  William and Alexander Macomb, prominent Detroit 
merchants, purchased the island on July 6, 1776.  Development of the island was delayed 
however due to the Revolutionary War. William Macomb began development in 1783, 
beginning with his personal residence, and began renting plots to tenant farmers.  Early 
settlers to the island were primarily farmers with farming, fishing and quarry stone as the 
principal industries.  These farms were operated into the 20th Century. 
 
Grosse Ile was established as a township in 1914. Throughout the early part of the 20th 
century, Grosse Ile became quite popular as a summer resort for Detroit families.  Several 
prominent automotive pioneers such as R.E. Olds (Oldsmobile), Charles and William 
Fisher (Fisher Body) and William Knudsen (General Motors) developed large estates on 
the island.   
 
Various means of transportation have been available to reach Grosse Ile, boats being 
historically the favored mode of transportation since the first humans plied the waters of 
the Detroit River. During the first half of this century, all the ships using the waterway 
between Grosse Ile and the Canadian shore, were guided by a series of lights including 
the Grosse Ile Lighthouse. Established in 1894 at the north end of the island, the structure 
was rebuilt in 1906. Although the light was turned off in the 1940s, the lighthouse stands 
today as a sentinel of the river and landmark for small boaters. 
 
For about fifty years, access to Grosse Ile was available by train. From 1873 to about 
1883, the Canada Southern Railroad carried both passengers and cargo from the 
mainland, over the railroad bridge (now the county bridge), across Grosse Ile (now 
Grosse Ile Parkway), and over a small bridge span which led to Stony Island. At that 
point, the cars were transferred to a ferryboat and taken to Gordon, Ontario, where they 
were put back on track to continue the journey to Buffalo. 
 
The Canada Southern went into receivership in the early 1800s and the Michigan Central 
Railroad took over. The route to Canada was discontinued, but many residents used the 
commuter service to Detroit where they worked or attended school. Vacationers came to 
Grosse Ile by train to enjoy summer cottages, camping, or a stay at the popular Island 
House Resort Hotel. The trains continued until the mid-1920s when the automobile 
became the preferred mode of travel.  
 

Grosse Ile was 
established as a 
township in 
1914 



GROSSE ILE TOWNSHIP MASTER PLAN 

Historical Setting                                                                                                     Page 
Draft 05/28/02 

30 

The north end bridge is the privately owned Grosse Ile Toll Bridge which opened in 1913 
to traffic which included sheep and horse drawn wagons as well as early versions of the 
automobile. The Wayne County bridge (a.k.a. “free bridge”) opened in the 1930’s to 
accommodate the rapidly expanding island population.  
 
The U.S. Naval Air Station opened on the island in 1929 and was used as a training 
school, seaplane base and hanger. The site developed into a vital center for military flight 
training during World War II. In 1942, it was designated the U.S. Naval Air Station and 
expanded considerably to accommodate large numbers of American and British fliers 
who trained on the island. (President George Bush was stationed at the base about for two 
months shortly before the end of WWII.) Naval operations continued until the base was 
closed officially in 1969, at which time the Air Station was closed and turned over to the 
township.  It now operates as the Grosse Ile Municipal Airport and houses a variety of 
functions including the township hall. 
 
Areas of Historic Significance  
 
Grosse Ile Township has several areas and structures that are of historic significance.  
These areas have been surveyed with the assistance of the Grosse Ile Historic 
Commission and are discussed Table 15. In addition, areas of historical significance have 
also been identified and are shown on Map 2.  These areas should be carefully taken into 
consideration by the planning commission when future planning decisions are made 
within these areas. 

Table 15 
Historical Sites 

 Site Built Location Registered Established 
East River Road National Historic 
District 
? Dallas Norvell House 
? Anderson House 
? Littlecote 
? Victorian Wedding Cake House 
? 1871 U.S. Customs House 
? Anthony Dudgeon House 
? Michigan Central Railroad Depot 
? St. James Episcopal Chapel 

 
 
1851 
N/A 
1859 
1861 
1871 
1859 
1904 
1867 

East River Rd between 
Littlecote & St. James 
Episcopal Chapel 

National Register 1974 

St. James Episcopal Chapel 1867 
East River north of 
Bellevue 

National Register, 
Michigan State Register 

1971 
1982 

Angus Keith House 1863 
Horsemill between Keith 
& West River  

Michigan State Register 1989 

Rucker-Stanton House 1848 
West River south of 
Church Michigan State Register 1985 

1871 U.S. Customs House 1871 
East River at Grosse Ile 
Parkway Michigan State Register 1982 

Michigan Central Railroad Depot 1904 
East River at Grosse Ile 
Parkway Michigan State Register 1982 

Col. Brodhead’s Office 1855 
East River south of 
Horsemill 

Michigan State Register 1978 

Eighteenth Century  Gristmill Marker 1787 
Horsemill opposite 
Presbyterian Church Michigan State Register 1965 
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       Site Built Location Registered Established 

Jewell Colony 1925-31 
Area bounded by 
Meridian, West River, 
Island Dr and Lakewood 

Michigan State Register 
(12 homes) 
Thematic State Register 

1986 

Survey Tree/Macomb Mansion House 
Marker N/A 

East River between 
Church and Horsemill Michigan State Register 1964 

Military Outpost 
(Stockade Marker) 

1815 
East River south of 
Bellevue 

Michigan State Register 1962 

World War I  Gold Star  
(Memorial Trees) N/A Bridge Road   

World War II Blue Star 
(Memorial Marker) 1950 V.F.W. Post on Macomb    

Treaty Tree Monument 1906 
East River north of 
Macomb  

  

Ballard House 1836 
East River Rd between 
Church and Ferry   

Hilltop House 1850 
West River Rd between 
Bellevue and Groh   

Miss Marian’s House 
(today known as Hentig-Lowrie) 

1832 
East River Rd south of 
Bellevue 

  

Hawthorne Centennial Farm N/A 
East River Rd south of 
Bellevue, behind Miss 
Marian’s House 

Michigan Centennial 
Farm 1952 

Westcroft Gardens 1700’s 
West River south of 
Church 

Michigan Centennial 
Farm  

Fox-Rucker Cemetery 
1845 
(first 
burial) 

West River Rd between 
Church and Ferry   

Source:  Grosse Ile Historical Society 

 
 




