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THE FIRST SETTLERS OF KEENE 

Prior to August 5, 1839, tbe lantls in Xeene townsb:p, Ionia- coun~ 
ty, weTe not offered fo-r sale- by the genereil government, and alth-ol\lg~ 
settlers came on pre-empted, and occupied tr-acts before that period, 
""n<l set forwa1'rl at once t 0 clear -a--nd im,prove• the lands s-o occupied, 
they werl:!, technically speaking, ·simply squ2ttters, :although, as a matte1' 
<0f fact, ihey had come to stay, and _were settlers just ns nruch a·s 
though they 1rnd owned tbeir lands. Of -course, they bad no more le­
:gal 1·ights than others had, ,,s concerned the- ultimate purchas~ of the 
land, and were liable to be ousted by dE!signing persons (and such per• 
:sons were by no means lack:ng in .those days) but the Kee-ne pioneer':! 
knew their moral rights in tl1e 1natter and proposed to n1aintmn them. 
They formed an -association for their mutu~l protection, and chose Asa 
L. Spe·ncer, of Otisco, to represent them. Such a :move was necessary, 
since there were alw~ys hordes o--f lan<l-speeulators about land-office:; 
Teady and eager t 0 pounce upon ,and buy lands impl'Oved by squatteri 
•or preemptcrs at the- earliest opportunity, and then the orig:nal occu-• 
-pant, finding himself liabl-e to be cast out of his pl~:!e that another 
might reap the benefit of what impl'Ovements had been made, had nl) 
:alternative but to make the best terms he· could with the scheming spec­
ulator. 

The early settlers knew how matters were n~ble t-o work in thaz 
respect, and' not only took c-0ncerted act:-on to ,protect themselv~s, bnt 
gave it freely to be understood that it wou1d not be very healthy for 
any speculator, or anybody else, to turn his energies towards depriv­
:ing the actual possessors of the lands they -hE.d already selected and 
commenced to improve·. The consequence; of such :positive action wa~ 
that when the land-sale took place at Ionia, in August 3 1839, there was 
no attempt made to disturb Keene sett,ers. 

The first "commencement" made in Keene was on section 25, and 
on that section the first permanent settlement in the town was effecten. 
The commencement alluded to wt•J made in the foll of 1837 bv two 
young unmarried men, by names Orrin Owens and Charles Hickok, of 
Monroe Co .. N. Y. They doubfless intended to make a settleme·nt at 
some time, for they pd up r• shanty, and chopped away as though the 
only 0bject in life was the hewing down of forests. Whether they 
grew th-ed of the business, whetber they concluded that p!oneering wa,:; 
not much fun after all, or whether they d-etermined to pioneer in some 
other locality, cannot be said; but, it can be said that they' did not be­
come very· early ,permanent settlers in Keene, and so may be briefly dis­
missed. 

The first £":ctual sottler :n the town was Edward Butterfield, w~o, 
with Cvrus Ro~s, cieare·d some lan.d in 1837, and Feb. 2, ,1838, settled 
with l'ils family on section 36. In 1836, also, what is still known, •hy 
thei·older people in the township as the ''Crmadian Settlement" w~s 
founded by James Monk, who came from Canada and in March of that 
year located on section 26. In April, Morton Re-ynodls, also a Can~ 
adian, came to section 27, followed .by John Follett, another Canadian, 
who made h's home on section 36. In the· same year John Conner, 
from Oakland county, pitched his tent on section 35; Jame·s Cryslirr, 
.from Canada, on section 26; Samuel Wells, from St. Lawrence county, 
N. 'Y., on section 23 (in -May); and Dexter Cut1er, in June, near Flat 
river, on section' 6. Charles iHiggins settled e.•bor.t the same time in 
Cutler's neighborhood, on section 7. 
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In 1838 or 1839, WJliam Lott, a bachelor, came to section 30, and 
!chere in a little while opened what he was pleas€d to call a tavern, but 
·which was nothing more thr•n a place whe-re travelers were treated 
"to such refre-shments as poor whiskey could provide, and whereasf on 
:,i ·pinch, they we-re kept over-n'ight. "The occasion of Lott's embarking 
:in the enterprise was the opening of a stage route between Ionia ana 
Grand Rap:d's ove1· the ror 1d on which Lott's shanty stood. The• stag:e 
:route was a popular hig·hway be-fore the opening of the old: Detroit and 
:Milwaukee Railroad, and for a time two four-horse coaches passed 
•over it dr,ily, while there was conside1·able ofoer travel as well. 'With 
the· completion of the railway, in 1851;' th~ tfilffic f~ll to the oi"'dinari 
•country road level Until that time. 11owe,·e1·. Lott flouri~hecl as a dis­
·penser of fire-,vater on the Toute. i'.n ac1cfition to ~hat distinction, 11<! 

won the perhap-s bette1· one of being the first person to el·ect a ,frr,n1ed 
·house in Keene, his 1um.ber com:ng from the Fallasburg mm, in Ken~. 
coi:mty. His house ,vas put up in 1842, and, the '9'e·a1· foHo-wing, S-am­
uel ,Yells built on section 231 where D. C. Johnson later lived, the first 
.frame barn in the township. He got hls lumber at the Bellamy mill, 
:m Easton. 1 , 

There was another so-caTied tavern cm the south town-line road, 
:in section 35, over wh'ch one Johnson held sway as landlord. That 
Toad was at first the main trav€led road between Ionia and, Grand, Rap­
:ids, but upon the opening ·Of the st£1Je-route north of thel'-e the tide' ;o{ 
travel was transferred, -and Johnson's occupation wm as a boniface fled 
forever. ( 

A prominent member of the c~nadian settle'me·nt in Keene was 
Elijah Sprr•.5ue, who in the summ~r of 1839 made a settlement with 
his famlly, followed closel~· by Phillip J.\.Ionk a·nd James Baird. likewise 
from Canada. 

This ye·ar of 1939, in whirh t11e land3 of Keene were p'.ut upon th~ 
mad:et, saw a materir•l assession to the settlement, and the town ,be• 

gan to develop rapidly. Thomas Beattie and his son, Nathaniel, came 
to foe county in 1839, and at the lr,nd-sale', in August, NathL·:miel 
bought a place in Keene, to which h's father and son removed nn th~ 
fall from the Dre fr.rm. in E,,ston, wl:ere they had been temporarily 
abidirg. In 18-40 the elchr Eeattie boEght a f~1:·m (which was for a 
good many years occupied by his son, Robert) where ne· died in 1860. 
James Beattie, broth-~r to Robert, was· also a resident in Keene, on 
secticn 25. When Nathanbl Beattie came to the town with his father 
ne frLvrld David and Ste-phcn Chau1, two. bachelor brothers, keepin~ 
house, each in a shant~r, on the place whicl1-was later owned· by Hirr•m 
S. Lu. Ot~n· settler, of 1839 were John L. Covert, Jennison Henry-, 
Simon Heath and Nathaniel Davenport. 

In June 1840. Zeletus B. Frost, William Sparks and Ephirr.1:n Ab­
bot, of C:rnrtland 1C-o., N. Y., {!ame to Michigan in 'Search bf land, b.ndi, 
finding n Keene what they wanted, in the land line, made locations on 
fectic~ 15-Spr,rks and Frost each a forty, and Abbot an eighty-act(: 
lot. All went l:-ack to New York as soon as they had completed their. 
land purchases, and in Oct•'.>ber, 1840, Abbott, Frost, Ephraim Abbott., 
Jr., :rnd Stephen Spnrks, with their families, set out in company for 
Keene. Abbott, Jeaving the rest of the party z.it Buffalo and pushing 
on through Canada (while they proceeded by the- lakeway to Detroit) 
reached Keene some days .before them, and, :moving into an abandoned 
shanty on section 24, he and his son, Ephraim, ,be·gEm at once the wo,rk 
of clearing and cabin-building upon the Abbott eighty in section 15. 
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Eight days after Abbott's arrival, along came h:s friends, and into the 
old shanty they went; so that, all told, the occu·pants of that exceed· 
ingly small inhabitation numbere·d a total of twelve persons, and in it 
they managed to live two weeks. At night the floor of the one room 
WE•S just about covered with the· beds necessary for the twelve, but in 
the morning, by ·pil:ng the beds in a heap, sufficient room was 1made to 
allow the womenfolks to get about in the performance of their house­
hold duties. 

In the northern half of the town'there were but few settlers whe-n 
Abbott, Frost, and Sparks came upon the· scene. S-chools, they had 
none, and, indeed, needed none·, for schoolchildren were scarce, zmct 
when they wanted to go to a meeting they could not get there snort of 
the Welch school house in Easton. Sparks became a famous hunter, 
and as a slayer of deer and bern·s ,vas known all over. 

In the spring of 1846, Ephriam Abbott, Jr., set up a shop' on sec­
tion 15 and began to make .barrels, tubs, and sap-guckets, much to the 
convenience of hi~ fellow settlers, and muc'h, it is hoped, to his own , 
profit. 

Jr•mes Day, a settler in Oakland county in 1835, moved to Keene 
jn June, 1841, accompanied by his two grown sons, Cyrenus and Allen, 
each of whom made a land purchase in the town, on "Section 28 and !27. 
Yaccheus H. Brower, a New Yorker, came to the town in ·-1840, :afnd 
made r, commencement on an eighty acre· lot in section ·13. 

Among the other early settlers in Keene townsh:p were Delos Gib­
son, George W. White, A. \C. Smith, Ira Pinckey, a settler from Oak­
land county, J. W. Sprague and Harlow Sprague (brothers), Joseph 
Gardner, C. C. Sayles, George Sayles, Elias S&iyles, Chas. Sayles, George 
Denton, Harvey H. Vinton, Phillip Marble, -G. N. Jackson, and the· Carrs, 

• rncluding the father and his sons, James, John and George. In 1844 
came Gilbert Ayers, and, in 1845, Vine Welch; Rohmd, Hull, Isreal 
Bowen, Oliver Bowen,. James Bowen, and Alpheus. Bowen. C. •C. Hun';­
er came in 1846 from Oakland county. 

Compliments of 

C. 0. Willits, M. D. 

Saranac, Michigan 


