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] » 1995, a few years after | moved
to Commerce Township, Michigan,
.| learned that a local landmark,
known as the Foster Farmhouse, was
going to be demolished. | researched
the matter at the Walled Lake library,
and 1 found that for many years various
individuals had tried to find ways 1o
preserve the farmhouse, The file on these
preservation efforts dated back to 1974,
when local historian Glenn Ruggles,
with input from Rebert E. Donohue,
Jr., a local preservationist, submitted an
application te the Michigan Ilistorical
Commission nominating the stucture
to the Historical Register an behalf of the
owner, Louil Foster.! This attempt failed,
but on December 6, 1983, Roben Tuttle,
a member of the Commerce Township
Area Historical Society wrote a letter to
the owner of the property, Roy Mercer,
thanking him for his “fine cooperation
in preserving the historical integrity of
the Foster Farmhouse.”™ On January
20, 1984, Martha M. Bigelow, Director
of the Michigan History Division and
State Historic Preservation Officer, wrote
to Mercer upon learning of his desire (o
develop condominiums on the property.
She informed him that her office had
reviewedthe historical documentation
and an assessment of the significance
of the farmstead and is of the opinion
that the Banks-Bradley-Foster Farm
iy be of first importance as a site on
the Underground Railroad.

Bigelow then warned Mercer, “The
undertaking of site preparation work on
the property may cause changes in the
quality of the historical and archenlogical
characteristics that give the farmstead
significance.” She told Mercer that the
Michigan History Division was concerned
that "the development could possibly
destroy or alter part of the properiy.”
“In particular,” she wrote, “we hope that
the tunnel and its entrances will not be
harmed to the point where this important
resource or the information it might yield
about the underground railroad is lost
or irretrievable.” She asked Mercer to
consider “a site plan and development
that avoids any disruption to the portion
of the site that was associated with the
underground railroad stop.”  She also
asked Mercer "to ‘engage a professional
archaeologist who would be on location
during construction and would salvage

any information located at the site.”
Bigelow suggested that he “may want to
apply 1o the Michigan History Division
for a Naional Register grant-in-aid to
conduct this archaeological investigation
and to nominate this propernty to the
MNational Register of Historic places.”
She concluded, “[t]he History Division
Wants to assist you in any way it can to
recognize this imporant historic site.
We would welcome meeting with you 1o
discuss this further.” The result of this
letter was that Mercer backed away from
listing the property.

Then, in 1987, Bigelow reviewed
documentation on professional
qualifications submitted by Robert E.
Daonahue, Jr. and accepted his stats as
“historian”. In 1992, Donohue, who by
this time had also received certification
by the U5, Secretary ot the Interior as
an architectural historian, submitted a
report documenting the condition of the
Faster farmhouse at that time. [le found
that while the “maintenance condition
of the exterior and interior items is
very poor’ the “structural condition
appears o be guite good,” concluding
that the “"house is worthy of historic
preservation.™ At this time, the City of
Walled Lake commissioned a reuse study
of the house, but no one came forward
with a plan to finance the purchase of
the parcel from the new owners of the
property and its restoration.  The asking
price was $250,000 for the house and the
acre: the deed stipulated that the house
was o be preserved, but not where the
developers offered 10
pay $12,000 towards
maoving the house: this '"n st
represented  the  cost
they would have paid
to have it demolished.
In  August, 1996 |
proposed that a group
of concerned citizens
form a community
foundation to raise the money to save
the house, which was by then under a
demolition order. The council moved
to suspend the order o allow the grass
roots effort to raise money: within a
few months $26,000 was collecied, not
enough o buy the parcel.

In September Kathryn B. Eckert,
the State Historic Preservation Officer
reiterated her support of the preservation
of the farmstead and listing it on the state
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and national registers. She also stated,

“IIf preservation on site is not
possible, it would be preferable
that it be moved 1o protect it from
demolition until the funds can be
found for its rehabilitation, Our
staflfl has applied the national
register criteria to the property and
determined it meets criteria A, B, &
C. The house is significant for ils
architecture and  association  with
historical personage (sic) and, if it
can be documented through primary
source materials, its role as a station
on the underground railroad, ™

At first the Friends of the Foster
Farmhouse collected money under
the umbrella of the Foundation for
Excellence, a local foundation supporting
the Walled Lake School District, Within
a few months the Lakes Area Community
Foundation was constituted with the
help of the City of Walled Lake. The
Friends of the oster Farmhouse began
a public relations campaign focusig
on local businesses and schools, and
community support for the project was
very encouraging.  Bul time was nmning
out.

A local resident proposed moving the
house as & last resort to an undeveloped
municipal park known as Riley Field,
and the City Council agreed, Perk tests
showed that the water table there was
high: a special foundation had to be
designed, and in May 1997, the house
was moved. The Walled Lake Downtown

of the Banks family was
who had set

based
upon faith and action.

Development Authority is slated 1o
restore the rescued structure to semve as
its headquarters, and the Friends of the
Foster Farmhouse, who rallied to save it
will have a permanent home there,

From this history, itseemed to me that
the house was a treasure: the homestead
of a family whose story was that of many
forgotten American heroes. The story of
the Banks family was the story of those
who had set out to build a better society
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based upon faith and action, For a time,
I was privileged to teach Michigan history
at William I'yndale College and 1o work
with a band of¢itizens to save and preserve
the Foster Parmhouse, Callaborating
with the local public school district, we
hosted a major fundraiser, a concert of
underground railroad song performed by
Dewoits Highland Park Bapust Church
Choir in honor of Black History Month.
The Walled Lake Consclidated School
District named its new middle school for
Dr. Sarab Gertrude Banks,

Although I've moved on to teach at
Biola University in'La Mirada, California, |
believe that the story of the Banks family is
an important one in our national history.
We know the broad contours of American
religious history, the contributions of
theologians and paliticians, but we hear
little about the men and women who
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wove the fabric of Amencan life.  This
i_)_ruaewdlml} story represents, to me; an
example of how Chrstian  historians
can integrate. their faith and serve their
communities, to bring history to life and
to tentind people of the role of faith in
confromting the evils of their times.

In a time of wouble and danger,
Freeborn Henry and Amanda Banks
fearlessly ~and  anonymously  Dved
their faith and did what lhe:)' could io
help their neighbors escaping skavery
for freedom.  Ever since we began the
preservation battle, people have searched
for documentary evidence thit the house
really was a station an the Undereround
Railroad, althm.@ it mwr.dchf rtmgmzcd
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by schiolars that such evidence is rare. The

work was dangerous: those who served as
stalion masters or conduciors could be

heavily fined or jailed for their actions,
Typically no records were kept. Indeed, in
the National Park Service “sofficialwebpage

“Exploring a Common Past: Researching:

and Interpreting the Lnderground
Railroad, Part 11 Using Primary Sources;

the Historian’s Toolbox” begins with the

question: “Where do we find evidende for
a historical phenomenon that was, for
the most part, unwritten and sometimes
cveni unspoken?” The National Park

Service's guide Lo researching the h;s{cry-

of reputed Underground Railroad sites
states that although good documentary
sourees are often lacking because "those
inyolved in the effort were not always
interested in leaving wiritten evidence
of thelr activities, they could not escape
leaving footprints of their
existence and activities in
all kinds of ways."®

The Banks family, like

the majority  of the
[ people involved in the
| Underground  were not
likely  to  leave paper

trails of their activities or
identify their underground
| contacts. ‘The aiding and
abetting of fugitive slaves
in the United States during
the nincteenth  century
“was, after all, a highly
~controversial and  illegal
activity, punishable by fine,
| Biranding, incarceration,
and enslavement. It is thus
neither surprising not {sic)
accidental that we lack consolidated
and detailed written records about
the process. Oral uadition fills a
great void in the laigely unwritien
history of the Underground Railroad,
and can contain valuable references
to ‘Rames, dates, and }omimns,

events, dnd connections which can.

be documented in wt;,[ten pnm;u:;
and Stcondary sources.

In past. 1 wrote this history of the

Banks family in order to demonsteate that
the farmhouse should be listed on the

National Trust for Histaric Preservation’s

Reaister and should be recosnized by
the National Park Service for incusion

-

passed an act.

in the '\Taﬂanai{ Iny ﬂgmurid Network

to Freedom program. Jn 1998, Congress

t%bﬁs‘h the network,
du ¥

due (o the follow ng fin 1gs:
1) L8} diémfmd R,allrmd
which flourished from the end of the
TR remmy ta the end of the Civil
War, was one of the most significant
expms&l' s of the, Amencan civil
er Ldu-t’:ng its evolution
an three centuries;
rground Railroad bridged
the divides of race, religion, sectional
dafl??rmtes and nationality; spanned
es and international borders;
and joined the American ideals of
liberty and freedom expressed in the
Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution to the exteaordinary
actions of ordinary men and women
working in commen purpose 1o free
a pec,p]e,
31 Pursuwant to title VI oof Public
Law 101-628 {16 11.5.C. 1a-5 note;
104 Stat, 4495), the Underground
Railroad  Advisos Commitiee
‘conducted a study of the appropriate
means of establishing an’ enduring
national . eommemorative
tnderground Railroad program of
education, example, reflection, and
reconciliation.

OFf particular interest 1o the Friends of
the Foster Farmhouse was

4)The  Underground  Railroad

Advisory Committee found that—
(A) although a few ciemems
of the Underground Railroad
Jsmry are represented in existing
Nationial Park Service units and
ather siles, many sites are in
immnvinent dangﬂ of being lost or
destroyed ...
{B) “There are many important
sites which have: high ‘potential
for preservation and visitor use

in 29 states. !
(€} Mo single site or route
QQ;H[?]e{t;:I} reflects ‘and

characterizes the Underground
Hailtoad, since its siory and
associated  resources  involve
networks and regions of the
country rather ‘than individual
sites and tails; and.

(Dj Estabhshmenipfavanery af
: partnetshl ps between the Federal




Government and other levels of
governmentand the private sector
would be most appropriate for
the protection and interpretation
of the Underground Railroad *

Maore than that, 1 wrote this article
because of the significance of the Banks’
homestead to local, state, and national

histary.  Indeed, as Kathryn Eckert

the University of Michigan, Ann Arborin
1983, tried to establish physical evidence

50 that the house could be preserved at

a time that it was first being threatened
by development. Meenahan's findings
convineed the Michigan History Division
to support the nomination of the house
on for registration with the state historical
preservation office.!! Meenahan described
what Graham had teld her:

For many years %ysmm“wmm—mm staire

rett rooms,
been part of the

wrote in 1996, "With continued growth
in Oakland County 1t is inecreasingly
important to safeguard Properties such
as this that serve as a tangible reminder
of the social, economic and political
development of our state. " _

Lorourpurposes, twokinds ofevidence
have been brought forward to prove that
the Ranks family participated in the
Underground Railroad ag stationmasters
and conductors: physical evidence and
family history, based upon eral traditions
and family memoirs.  For MAny vears
physical evidence—hidden  staircases,
SECTEL passages, garrett rooms, “tunnels”
to barms—was cited to prove that a place
really had been part of the Underground
Railroad ™ Regarding the Banks'
homestead, Ann Marie Meenahan, in an
M.A. thesis written for the University of
Michigan, asserted such physical evidence
based upon oral traditions. Meenahan
interviewed  Geraldine Craham, the
daughter of Ruth Carey Dodge, of Walled
Lake, who told her thar she walked along
the creek with her grandfather in the
19205 while he explained to her the story
of the Banks' farm. Meenahan, working
on her M.A_in Iiistorical Preservation At
i Lo == T

He showed her the location of the
entrance of the tunnel in the marsh,
At the end of the Civil War, both
ends of the tunnel had been filled
in for two main reasons. Primarily,
the Banlks did not want those pariies
sympathetic tix the southern cause to
know they had assisted fugitive slaves
during the Civil War. Secondly, they
wanted to prevent any unauthorized
individuals from sleeping in the
shed.

-Meenahan then went on to investigate’

the physical evidence i sing:
After personal inspection of the
site, the physical evidence of the
tunnel becomes excitingly apparent,

Geraldine Graham..informed me

that the shed used with the tunnel is

nio longer standing, However, [ found
an approximately 2'x 3'x 2’ deep hole
beside the foundation of a porch on
the site. Additonally, p'rolmding
from this hole, T fonmnd  another
length of exposed foundation which
clearly had nothing 0 do with (he
existing porch struciure, 1 noticed
that the porch, (sic] is a modemn
structure which has been built on 4
previously existing foundation {the
appearance of the concrete used and
the form of the foundation matches
that of the remainine sheds which
were construcied lenﬁw. same era).
Therefore, [ concluded that the shed
spoken of by Mrs, Cralam was
standing on what is now this porch
foundation.

The hole next 1o the foundation has
visible wood boards under the grass.

Ihe wood is decaying and breaks
easily. My companion and Isweptthe
dirt away from an area on the edge of
the hole. An approximately 2’ square
of exposed wood board is a portion
of the roof of the wnnel, Some wood
beams to hold the wood bivards were
also found protruding out of the 2rass.
Thus, based on the discovery of the
extant shed foundation, located next

alreases, secret passages
Is” to barns—was cited to prove that a reali
Underground Railroad ’ ne !

to the hole in which the actual roof of
the underground minnel i5 located, |
blieved (sic) that | had unearthed the
shed entiance of the tunnel. I called
Mrs. Geaham, and she confirmed my
Interpretation of these discoveries.

At the marsh entrance of the tunne
I found almost wenty field stones
scattered in the brush.

Another intefesting feature on the site
15 a visible mound depicting (he pathway
of thetunnel’s rooffrom the shed entrance
down to the marsh entrance. Trom this
we can conchude that the tinnel has not
caved in entirely vet, and if the Banks did
not fill the entire tunnel with. dirt. one
could still walk through it...

some aspectsof Meenahan's argument
arewrong, The Banks’sons, Charles | lenry
and Thomas Paul, served in the lInion
Ammy- band, and, upon their retum o
Walled Lake from service in the Civil War.,
often held concerts in town, playing their
regimental music. The Banks trumpeted
their support of the Union cause, and it's
easy Lo understand why local history got
mixed up withundersround history myths
about tunnels and secret passageways to
outbuildings Vet in their own accounts,
family members told of fugitives coming
o the door, eating in the house, resting
there, and then riding by night in
Freeborn lfenry's wagan 1o the next
stop. These facts contradicr Meenahan's
assumplion that “the slaves could sleep
in the tunnel during the day, collect the
food and money that was left for them
without meeting their benefactors face
to. face, without leaving a scent for the
hoimds 1o track.™®
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When the Farmhouse was moved in
May, 1996 we noticed two remarkable
features pertaining to the Underground
Railroad theory: a large cistern was

located beneath the kitchen floor outside

of the foundations of the Greek Revival
structure on the east side of the house,
and a staircase going to the garrett space
inn the attic of this same wing was blocked
and disguised as shelving visible only
from the kitchen.

Years after Meenahan's interview with
Geraldine Graham, two Friends of the
Foster Farmhouse spoke with her again,
This account was much more detailed;

Ruth Tuttle, We are going to talk
to Gerry Graham, Gerry is from the old
Carey family and Gerry is going to tell
us about her history in the old Carey
family and what she knows about the
Underground Railroad.

Buth T.; You lived across the street
fromn the Bradley's (then owners of
the Banks' | lomestead) didn't vou?
Gerry G.: My grandfather and Mort
Bradley were very good friends. ‘They
belonged to the Masonic Temple and
they used to go on trips together.
They borrowed farm  machinery
from each other, Mr. Bradley was
a widower. He had one daughter,
Ruth and she kept house for him,
She liked children and so did he,
5o Grandpa used to take me down
there when he would go down there
to visit Mort Bradley, he would take
me along. Thatis how | happened to
be shown the place that they kept the
slaves for safe huven,

Ruth '1::  So where was that place,
Cierry?

Gerry G.o It was in their, ub, they
had a feed barn, that they kept all
ol their bales of hay and grain, vou
know and they kept stuff in. It was
a very large building, I was as large
as their barn, almost. But, uh, uh, it
was a well-built building. In fact; all
of the buildings were kept up good in
those days, So, my grandmother had
shown me a grave in the Richardson
Cemetery that was her brother’s, He
was killed in the Civil War. [ was
all excited ahout it and she told me
about the Civil War and the slaves
and everything. Those slaves were
something new to me because, at
that time, no one in this area had any

staves, you know. That was southemn
peaple more that had slaves: And
then she told me about how they
had helped these slaves make their
way here, 1o get across the river to
Canada to escape, She told me that
the Bradley farm had been a stop
on the Underground Railroad. Roy,
1 went ¢razy. Kids!! 1 was about 8
years old, | guess and | immediarely,
I had to see. So, we went down there
and Mr. Bradley showed me where
they crossed on the CGreenaway
Drain, down there. There was a lot
of activity in those days and it was
a bustling little creek munning down
there with some stones, you know,
He showed me how they used to
come down the drain to throw their
scent off so the dogs couldn't follow,
They would go across the creek there
and go up o the back door of the
Bradley house, There on the back
part of the house had been built in
and it was the kitchen, There was a
bell there, but it didi't ring outside,
it rang inside, That is what they had
used. ‘The slaves would go up there
or whoever was conducting them
and ring the bell. So, then the people
inside would escort them in and let
them go out through the fruit cellar
andthey would take them out through
this grain barn. Well, my grandfather
and Mr. Bradley were kind enough 1o
move these, you [know| those bales
of hay were huge and really heavy
and they moved them to show me
this trap door in the floor of the
grain barn, where they lifted up the
trap door and Mr. Bradley took a
lantern and showed me down inside.
There was, umm, well, it would be
lwio thirds of the size of this (room)
and probahly about eight feet deep
and lined with straw and there was
even some dishes down there where
they had given the slaves that were
going Lo hide there, food in dishes
that were still down in there, pottery
things. lle explained to me that the
reason that they had food and had
straw down in there, to make a soft
bed. Well, that was because they
might have to stay there a day or two
or even longer if there was a hunt on
for them. Oh, I was completely just
discomboomerated (sic), vou know.
Boy! This was fascinating, vou know.

I wanted to get down in there, but
they wouldn't let me because they
would have to lift me inand out. So
anyways, that was, uh, that's how |
happened to see that, that, uh, uh,
place and they said that the slaves
weonild have 1o stay there until there
was transportation atranged for them
to go to Detroit or some other safe
place. And, uh, my grandfather, of
course, sold potatoes and produce to
Eloise (hospital in Detroit), He used
(o go with a wagon. There were a lot
of the farmers that did,

Ruth T.: Eloise was the state mental
hospital?

Gerry G.; Uh-huh, yeah. To get them
(the slaves) that much farther, So
that's the story af it and | have never
forgot it. You know, Ruth, this was
real, not much interesting happened
tw me living with my grandparents,
really. You know, Life was rather dull
and I didn't have any brothers and
sisters. So, this was really interesting
as far as | was concerned. | have
always remembered it and every
time | ever went down the road and
saw the water running down through
there, | thought about those people
coming down there, having to come
down there, get in the water and go
up there in the pitch black and pet
help.

Robbie Falkenberg: Tell us where the
Greenaway Drain went.

Gerry G: Well, it came from what
is now Maple Road. Uh, it used o
be woods and swamp and it was
the drain that ran across and went
underneath Pontiac Trail and uh,
after it crossed underneath Pontiac
‘Trail, it came oul as a ¢reek that ran
across Mort Bradley's pastureland ™

Alas, this archeological evidence is
na longer there, and there was 1o time
for specialists 1o come in to analyze the
steucture and record the evidence before
the developer razed the foundation.
However, Graham's story seems Lo support
what the Friends of the Foster Farmhouse
were able to see when the house was lifted
for moving. Tostrengthen this evidence, |
will present strong contextual evidence: a
sociopolitical history of the Banks family.
that presents the motivations and beliefs.
ol the family that led them to participate
in the Underground Railroad.
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