
By Cyndi Lieske 

or more than 175 years, Howell has drawn visitors 

from near and far. First known as the county seat 

of a bustling agricultural community, Howell is a 

vibrant city of ten thousand people ideally situ­

ated between Ann 

Arbor, Detroit, Lansing and 

Flint. Its downtown district 

is listed in the National 

Register of Historic Places 

and it hosts an annual 

Harry Potter celebration 

each summer. 

The Livingston County Courthouse is a Howell 

landmark. Its steeply pitched roof, four-s ided 

clock tower and 1,200-pound bell have had 

a strong presence in the community for more 

than a century. 

M AY/ JUNE 2009 I 57 



S 
etders began arriving in the area in 1834 via the 

Grand River Trail. They discovered plentifu l timber 

for homes; w ild animals for food, rich soil and fresh 

water in d1e lakes, ponds and streams. Originally known 

as Livingston Center, the settlement became the govern­

menta l center for Livingston County. In 1835, pioneer Flav­

ius ].B. Crane named the community after his friend , 

Thomas Howell , son of a New York judge. According to A. 

Riley Crittenden, in a Histmy of the Township and Village of 
Howell, Michigan (911), Crane's closest friends claimed 

he actually named the town for Howell 's pretty sister. 

Arriving in the area in 1835 , Moses Thompson saw the 

lack o f grist and lumber mills as a good business oppor­

tunity. He dammed up a small creek from w hich three 

smaller ponds and a swamp combined to make Thomp­

son Lake, to power the m ills. His efforts led to the cre­

ation of a town landmark and a favorite relaxation spot. 

Today, Howell City Park is on the west side of the lake. 

For yea rs, residents have fished from the banks, gone 

swimming on warm summer evenings and made expedi­

tion to the lake's sma ll islands. 

In 1860, Howell reported 757 residents. By 1900, the 

population had jumped to 2,218. In 1950, there were 

4,553 residents. Today, almost ten thousa nd people ca ll 

Howell home. 
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inety-one-yea r-old Elizabeth Rubbins Lawrenz recall 

riding in a hor e-drawn buggy w ith her mother and 

aunt, I ringing butt r and eggs to sell to downtown mer­

chants in the 1920 . On attll·day nights, the family rode 

in their automobile to visit w ith fri ends and shop at the 

stor s on Grand River. 

According to Lawrenz, the McPherson family served as 

the backbone o f th community . Scotsman William 

McPherson arri ved in Howell in 1836 and opened up a 

black mith hop. McPher o n's descendants helped fund 

the McPherson Memorial Hospital, founded in 1928. 

McPherson Oil Company, a petroleum products distribu ­

tion business, established in the sa me year, is still lo­

ca ted in dow ntown Howell. 

With a nod to the McPherson family and the area's ge­

ographic similarities to the roll ing hi lls of Scotland, in 

1931 Howell High School students voted to name their 

chool teams the Howell Highlanders. "The words sug­

gest ruggedness, loyalty and courage: qualities highly de­

sirable and necessalY in teams representing Howell High 

chool," the school newspaper explained. A bagpiper 

performs \vith the high school's marching band. 

Howell 's downtow n area bo rdered by Clinto n, Sibl y, 

Chestnut and Barnard streets was added to the Natio nal 

H g ister of Histori c Place in 1987. Notable structures 

Scottish immigrant William McPherson arrived 

in Howell in 1836. The McPherson family and 

their home (at left, circa 1915) served as the 

backbane of the budding community of Howell. 

Although the businesses in downtown Howell 

(like these at the corner of Grand River Avenue 

and Michigan Avenue in 1902) have changed 

hands over the past century, the city continues 

to have a thriving downtown. Today, this corner 

is home to the Uptown Coffeehouse. 

include All Sa ints Episcopal Church ( 880), First Presby­

teri an Church (915) and the Ann Arbo r Railroad Depot 

(886) . Three o f the town 's most striking historic struc­

tures include the county courthouse (889)' the o pera 

house (1881) and the Carnegie library ( 906). 

With a 1,200-pound bell whose sound echoes for more 

than a mile, the Livingston County Courthouse has been 

a striking community symbol fo r mo re than a centulY . 

The clock tow er, with clock faces on all four sides, ca n 

be een for miles around . An expansive lawn with tow­

ering America n elm trees has hosted family picnics, fairs, 

farmers' markets and all manner of po litica l rallies 
through the yea rs. 

A lengthy renovation project at the courthouse began 

in 1975. Shortl y after the restoration was complete, proj­

ect architect Edward Francis noted, "Today the Livingston 

County Courthouse stands stately and proud-an archi­

tectural o rnament adorning How ell 's skyline. Gracing the 

historic central district o f the town, the thr e-stolY brick 

structure w ith its steeply pitched slate roof and bell tow er 

is a symbol of the continuity o f the county's government 

and its people's cultural heritage. It also is visible testi­

mony to a successful conselvation project. '· 

Elijah E. Meyers, designer o f Michigan's Ca pitol Build­
ing in Lansing, was the architect fo r the H ow ell Carnegie 

District Libraly. Andrew Ca rnegie donated 10,000 for 

the library, contingent on res idents donating the land . 

The four sons of William McPherson ga ve an entire 

block for the site and deSignated the rest fo r a city park. 

Wh n wo rk stalled , Carnegie gave $5,000 more. That, 

coupled with money from the Howell Women 's Club, 

completed the library. Loca l historian Crittenden noted in 

1911, "It has certain ly made as fine an appearing library 

building as there is in the state and being on the best 

thoroughfare, is generally noted and remarked about by 

all strangers in passing automobiles." 

A
blOCk east of the libralY, or one block w est of d1 

coulthouse, IS the Howell Opera House, built in 

1881. The Opera House host d many community 

events and even birthday parties. In 1911, loca l newspa­

pers to ld o f a surprise bi lt hday party for baseball great Ty 

Cobb there. Presidential candidate Wi ll iam Jennings Blyan, 

actress Jessie Bonstelle and auto pioneer HenlY Ford were 

among the celebri ties that visited the Opera House. For 

many yea rs after the bUild ing was closed in 1924, its lower 

level functioned as a hardware store and the once-elegant 

second floor venue became a storeroom. In 2000, the Liv­

ingston Arts Council purchased the bu ilding. Seven years 
ago, the restored first fl oor opened to host receptions, art 

Andrew Carnegie donated $15,000 to build the Howell Carnegie District Library, which opened in 1906. The McPherson 

family donated an entire city block for the site and designated the rest for a city park. 
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shows and small concerts. The building's complete restora­
tion is planned for the future. 

In the early 1880s, William K. Sexto n imported the 
area's first Ho lste in ca ttle from Ho lland . In 1894, the 
Michigan Condensed Milk Factory o pened west of the 
downtown area . Once up and running, the plant 
shipped condensed milk throughout Michigan and had 
many supplie rs from area fa rms. No surpri e that the 
Howell a rea was nicknamed "Michigan's Milk Bottle ." By 
1910, there we re some 250 Ho lste in-Fries ian cattle 
breeder in Livingston County. 

A
ccording to tile Bicentennial History, me first train 
stopped in Howell in 1871. On opening day, The 
Detroit Post reported , "The people are enthusia tic 

over me advent of tile iro n horse to me ir town and 
tilrough me assemblage it clea rly indicated tile joy which 
mey feel over tile completion of me railroad for which 
mey have worked and wa ited for so many long yea rs." 
Passenger trains stopped serving Howell in 1951. How­
ever, city officials ho pe tilat a new passenger line between 
Washtenaw and Livingston counties lies in the future . 

The inventio n of the auto mo bile in the ea rly twenti ­
e th century brought new industries to Howell . O ne 

Storefronts along East Grand River (circa 1888) 

depict the community's early growth. The 

largest building in the center is the National 

Hotel. The nearby train depot likely provided 

the hotel with many of its customers. 
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auto-r Iated company was Citizens Auto Insurance. 
Founded in 1915 by William E. Robb, a Howell atto rney 
and po litician, Citizens Insurance was patterned after the 
mutual fire and windstorm insurance companies tilat were 
then po pular in Michigan. Robb, who had sold windsto rm 
insurance, was well known fo r his ho nesty and d iligence. 
Citizen i still o ne o f me area' largest employers. 

The sa me yea r Citizens bega n, Howell started a busi­
ness associatio n paving the way fo r the Howell Area 
Chamber of Comme rce in 1949. With more than 800 
businesses as members, the chamber hosts the Annual 
Fantasy of Lights parade, the Michigan Cha llenge Bal­
loon Festi va l and the Livingsto n County Home Show 
each yea r. 

Duane Zempel', a town historian and lo ng-time res i­
dent, trave led with a contingent from Howell to Wash­
ingto n, D. C. , to de li ver hundreds of Howell m Io n fo r 
Pres ident Dwight D. Eisenhower and other d ignit:lries to 
enjoy. With the trip, tho ught up by loca l melo n farmer 
Dr. Pat May, the travelers ga rne red natio nal pu l licity for 
the "Howell Ho ney Sweet. " 

The front page of the September 7, 1960, Livingston 
Coun~y Press procla imed "Howell Celebrates it First 
Me lo n Festi va l. ·' Inside was a full -page StOIY with shots 

The McPherson Oil Compony is now home to 

the Cobb-Hall Insurance Compony. 

of the Howell Melo n Festi va l Queen, Patricia Dowen, 
and Howell mayor Clifto n He lle r visiting landmarks in 
the capital. While they did not meet the p reSident, the 
me lo n ambassado rs received "the roya l trea tment," 
He lle r told the Press. This incl uded a p ri vate to ur o f the 
Ova l O ffi ce and a meal in the Senate dining room. 

O
ne challenge for Howell has been the specte r of 
Robe rt Miles, a fo rmer Grand Dragon of the 
Michigan Ku Klux Klan. A convicted fe lo n, Miles 

li ved o n a fifty-e ight-acre fa rm twelve miles nOlth of 
Howell. The Miles' farm hosted many Klan ga therings 
that gave Howell a reputatio n as a hotbed of racial intol­
e rance. Many re ide nts wa nted no part of the KKK. 
"They're smart fe llas, " How II 's Fred Catre ll to ld a Detroil 
Free Press repo rter in 1971 . "We wish they hadn 't come 
into this area. They can put o n a pretty interesting ta lk , 
all right, but they're rebels. They're working aga inst 
Americanism and our society. " Community leaders rallied 
aga inst the KKK in 1988 afte r a cross-burning o n the 
lawn of an Africa n America n family in nearby Genoa 
Township . Roy Westran, preside nt of Citizens Insurance, 
headed up the formatio n o f a group ca ll ed Li vingsto n 
2001. ow known as the Li vingston Diversity Council , 

me group works w im educa tional programs and outreach 
to media continues. 

Howell 's leaders are still working to help assure the 
city's place as a progressive and welcoming community. 
Howell was awa rded a 100,000 grant and a "Cool Cities 
in Progress" designation from the state of Michiga n in 
October 2006. The Cool Cities program sets up grass­
roots organizing among local business owners to help 
promote downtown activities fo r residents and coopera­
tio n amo ng governme nt entities. 

In mid-May, several Howe ll area gro ups, a lo ng with 
Howell 's natio nally accredited Main Street program, will 
offer a Howell Histo lY Days to celebrate the town's past 
with an antique tracto r display, a fashio n show and tours 
of histo ric cemete ries and ne ighborhoods. 

Howe ll 's fo rebears would be pleased to know they 
can still draw a crowd . mh 

Born in Walker, Michigan, Cyndi Lieske now lives in 

Howell. She thanks Duane Zemper, Joyce Fisher and Milton 

Charboneau of the Howell Area Archives, Howell Carnegie 

District Library staff members, Michael Craine of the liv­

ingston County Road Commission and Elizabeth Rubbins 

Lawrenz for assistance with this story. 

The Ann Arbor Railroad Depot was built in 1886, fifteen years after the first train stopped in Howell. Today, it serves 

Howell as a museum. 
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