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In the early nineteenth century, the lure of property, farming, and freedom brought 

brave and determined New Englanders to the Michigan Territory. The earliest pioneers to arrive 

in the northwest corner of Wayne County found a lush, heavily wooded expanse comprising a 

variety of timber and rich, diversified soil. There were numerous springs and brooks and a 

prime location where two streams – one from the north and the other from the southeast – 

meet to form the main branch of the Rouge River.1 The region was also abundant with 

variations of woodland, avian, and predatory animals2 which produced a wealth hunting 

opportunities for early settlers to obtain meat and hide. The first pioneers to reach Plymouth 

Township came as early as summer in 1824.3 Many of these initial arrivals purchased property, 

but moved on to other areas throughout Michigan Territory before settling. The earliest 

pioneers that began to colonize the region arrived in the spring of 1825.4 John Tibbits and 

George Starkweather were among these initial settlers and have both been credited to be the 

first to arrive in the township. By late 1825, several colonists were living in the township and 

had effectually cleared land, raised cabins, and organized for planting crops and erecting barns 

the following spring.5  

Dangers for the first settlers were seemingly limited to poor weather conditions and 

wild animals. Some feared the Native Americans that occasionally wandered through the area, 

but they were few and relatively harmless. H.M. Utley describes the Native Americans in the 

region as, “the seedy vagabond variety who never dreamed of taking a scalp and cared for 
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nothing so much as for enough to eat and plenty of fire-water.” Far more imposing antagonists, 

however, were the bears and wolves in the area. They were substantial threats to both settlers 

and their livestock. Unlike the Native Americans passing through the settlements, these 

predators were aggressive, abundant, and living within the region.6 

During the spring of 1826, residents began to cut roads as more settlers came to the 

township. “Neighbors” would come together, travelling up to eight miles, to assist new 

occupants with cabin and barn raisings. Abram B. Markham, one of the first settlers in the 

township, aided new colonists with these initial laborious tasks. He owned a seven acre farm 

where he grew corn, potatoes, and pumpkins that yielded eighty bushels of potatoes and over 

one hundred bushels of corn per acre in the region’s rich soil.7 In the fall of 1826, Markham 

built the first mill in the township which adeptly ground corn and grain for the residing settlers. 

That same autumn, Luther Lincoln built the first saw mill in the township located along the 

Rouge River. Outside of the township, the closest mills resided in Detroit and Pontiac. As such, 

Markham and Lincoln had monopolized the milling business in town and the surrounding region 

during the late 1820’s.8  

A township organization meeting was held in February 1827 at John Tibbits home where 

a name for the township was to be discussed and finally decided upon. “LeRoy” had been 

initially chosen9 and “Pekin” was proposed as it corresponded to the Chinese theme of 

adjoining towns, Nankin and Canton.10 However, it was William Bartow that proposed the name 

“Plymouth” and it agreed upon by the council11 for its patriotic connotation12.  On April 12, 

1827, legislative passed an act with the approval of Governor Lewis Cass that the region “shall 
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compose the Township of Plymouth.” 13 The following May, the first elections of Plymouth 

Township were held in John Tibbits home. Township officers were elected and later that spring, 

a military company organized for the town (Markham, 559-560).14 

During the 1830’s Plymouth Township was bustling with activity. The township was at its 

peak geographical size by 1830, but would soon experience significant alterations to its territory 

that would continue through to the end of the nineteenth century.  Plymouth Township 

consisted of two adjoining regions – Plymouth South containing Canton, and Plymouth North 

encompassing the towns of Plymouth, Waterford, and Northville. Waterford, also known as 

Meads Mills, was located on the Rouge River two miles between the towns of Plymouth and 

Northville. Founded by Dyer and Gannett Ramsdell in March 1837, Waterford quickly 

developed into a hub of economic activity in the township. A large flour mill was built and 

stationed on the river and became the nucleus of a budding colony. With three copper shops, a 

saw mill, a foundry, and the flour mill churning out 200 barrels a day, Waterford was set to 

become the township’s industrial powerhouse.15 However, two disasters within a decade would 

seal the fate of the town. Fire destroyed the first and then a second flour mill at Waterford. 

While other surviving industries in town continued to on for a few years after, the town’s core 

was lost without the mill and the growing and competitive industries in Plymouth and 

Northville drew people away from Waterford indefinitely.16 Waterford’s demise was an 

unfortunate loss to stream of the township’s economy and Plymouth Township would suffer 

further, geographical, losses in 1834 when Plymouth South broke away to become Canton 

Township and by Northville seceded from Plymouth North in 1898. 

  
The abysmal state of roads presented a major challenge for the early settlers of 

Plymouth Township. The land was heavily forested and much work was done in 1826 by a few 
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hardy men to clear trees away for primitive roads and temporary bridges over the abundant 

streams in the area.  Although A.B. Markham mentions the existence of the Dix Road when he 

first arrived in the area, most of the other trails were barely passable for those on foot not to 

mention carts pulled by oxen or horses.  According to Markham, it took four days with oxen 

going through the woods to get to Detroit and back from Plymouth Township.17  Yet despite the 

awful conditions of the roads, in 1827 he started “a light team to carry passengers and freight 

to and from Detroit.”18 

 

As additional settlers arrived in the township to raise crops or enter the lumber 

business, the roads slowly improved and farmers pushed for a way to carry large loads of grain 

and vegetables to markets in the city of Detroit.  Too often their produce would be bruised or 

spoiled as a result of the rough and lengthy trip.  The abundance of trees for lumber in the area 

led to the emergence of wooden plank roads. As early as 1837 the state of Michigan passed an 

act to incorporate the Detroit, Plymouth and Ann Arbor Turnpike Company which planned to 

build a plank road from Detroit to Ann Arbor, running through the village and township of 

Plymouth. 19 In 1848 a general Plank Road Law was passed in the Michigan Legislature allowing 

for the incorporation of a multitude of private Plank Road companies.20 Roads built in 

accordance with this law were required to be “two to four rods wide, sixteen feet of which was 

to be ‘a good, smooth, permanent road, well drained by ditches on either side.’ At least eight 

feet of the road was to be covered with plank three inches thick.”21
 On February 26 of that 

same year, Mr. Noyes gave notice that on a future date he would introduce a bill to incorporate 

the Plymouth and Detroit plank road company.22  The Plymouth Plank Road was chartered on 

March 5, 1850 and an advertisement in the Detroit Free Press for May 28 of that year 

announced that books of subscription for stock in the company would be available at various 
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locations in the area.23  The length of the road was estimated to be eighteen miles and would 

run from the village of Plymouth to Grand River in the city of Detroit where it would merge with 

that street going into downtown Detroit.  Four toll gates were erected at regular intervals with 

gate No. 4 located at the north end of Main Street in the village of Plymouth.  Ninety year old 

Marcellus L. Kinyon recalled in a newspaper interview in 1940 that he could travel to Detroit in 

three hours on the plank road.24 

 

All plank roads were subject to decay and the need for constant upkeep and the 

Plymouth Plank Road was no exception.  The Plymouth Plank was in its waning years just as the 

railroads arrived in Plymouth Township, ushering in a more efficient way to move people and 

goods from farmlands to the city.  In February 1867 a group of prominent citizens of the area 

met in the woods on Johathan Sheerer’s property in the township for the official cutting of the 

first tie for the Detroit and Howell Railroad (later the Detroit, Lansing and Lake Michigan line.)25  

Building bridges and putting down track for this east/west route continued for several years 

while at the same time the Holly and Monroe Railroad (later the Holly, Wayne and Monroe 

line), a north/south route was also under construction in Plymouth Township.  In 1871 both 

railroads were complete and area residents could easily travel in comfort to Lansing, Detroit or 

Monroe. A cattle yard was constructed by the railroad in the Village of Plymouth to contain the 

livestock from the rural township before they were loaded onto the railway cars.26  Railroad 

mergers took place over the next few decades and in the final days of the nineteenth century, 

the Pere Marquette Railway System became the primary railroad serving the Plymouth area.27 

In the decade after World War I, Pere Marquette was purchased by the C & O Railroad but both 

passenger and freight service continued uninterrupted.28  One of the selling points for the 1957 
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real estate ads for the new subdivision of Lake Pointe Village in Plymouth Township was that 

the C & O had three commuter trips daily between Detroit and Plymouth. 29  In 1971 Amtrak 

formed and took over all passenger service from C & O. The C & O became part of the Chessie 

System and in 1987 was merged into the present CSX Transportation which still provides freight 

service through the area. 

 

While the railroads served as a way to get both crops and manufactured goods to city 

markets, they didn’t offer great local service to those commuting from home to jobs in the 

small towns springing up in western Wayne County.  This void was filled in 1899 by the Detroit, 

Plymouth & Northville Railroad, also called the Interurban.  Residents of Northville Township, 

Plymouth Township, Wayne and other communities could travel from Northville to Wayne and 

change trains for the short commute to either Ann Arbor or Detroit with frequent stops along 

the way.  Trains stopped in the center of the Village of Plymouth every hour.  The trip from 

Northville to Plymouth cost a nickel in the early days of operation and then increased to a dime. 

30 The D.U.R. (Detroit Urban Railway) absorbed this smaller electric trolley line but interurban 

service continued until 1924.  

 

The rise of automobile travel was a contributing factor in the demise of the electric 

railway as well as the improvement of roads in the township.  A paved road connected the 

villages of Plymouth and Northville by the early 1920’s.  Plymouth Road, formerly the Plymouth 

Plank road, had been gravel up until 1918 when concrete was approved for the seventeen mile 

stretch to connect Detroit to Plymouth.31   

The move in Plymouth Township from farming to residential community started slowly with a 

population of 624 in 190032, but picked up speed with several large developments in the 1930s.  

The Detroit House of Corrections began construction in the Township in 1930.  According to the 

Plymouth Mail,“The moving of the prison to Plymouth will bring quite a number of families to 
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this locality and no doubt many of them will find homes in Plymouth where they will find a 

warm welcome…”33 

The Burrough’s Adding Machine Company plant opened on Plymouth Road in 1938.  

After going through several name changes, the Burrough Inc. location is the company’s oldest 

facility in continual use.  This manufacturing center was recognized in 1959 by the people of the 

Plymouth community for providing over 3,000 jobs to area residents.34  Incidentally, the 

administration building at the Detroit House of Corrections and the Burrough’s plant were both 

designed by famed architect Albert Kahn. 

 

While the move to the suburbs of western Wayne County began in the decade of the 

30’s, the real influx of families to Plymouth Township took place in the 1940’s and later.  

According to the 1940 Federal Census of Population, Plymouth Township had 2,270 residents.  

By the 1950 Census, it had increased 117.8% to a total of 4,945.35` Several large subdivisions 

were developed in the 50’s which helped boost the township’s population to 8,364 by 1960, an 

increase of almost 70% in ten years.36 

 

Petition drives to incorporate all or parts of Plymouth Township into the City of 

Plymouth took place between 1955 and 1960.  In 1955 the city voted to annex 85 acres of land 

referred to as the Cassidy property and this passed.  At the same time a vote was held to annex 

the remaining area of Plymouth Township.  City residents passed this vote but township 

residents defeated it by a vote of ten to one.37  Additional attempts to annex the township also 

met with strong resistance from township residents.  On April 19, 1977 the township of 

Plymouth became the Charter Township of Plymouth.  It was roughly one quarter of its original 

size from 1825.  Today the transition from an agricultural community to a residential area with 

industrial and recreational zones is almost complete.  The only remaining farming area is a 
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small portion of land in the far northwestern part of the township.  Even that space disappears 

in future land use maps.38 
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