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Rumor has it, in the 1800s a small group of freedom seekers took 
refuge at this totally inaccessible lake in Fawn River Township. They 
were hiding from Southern land 
owners, bounty hunters, and even 
everyday citizens… constrained by 
the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 to 
turn them in.   Constantly looking 
over their shoulders, they were 
always seeking a safe place to rest. 
Hand-me-down stories of this se-
cret enclave have passed through generations. Old maps allude to 
their time here. Anecdotal evidence envisioning a village named 
Freedom could easily lead one to believe, “Yes, they were 
here.”   But we don't know this for sure. No archeological evidence 
has been found, and physical remnants of their time at this lake 
have vanished, or at least remain hidden under years of erosion and 
wild growth.  But we do know, this is a perfect place to begin an 
almost 200 year line-

age of African Americans in a town right next to this lake. And like those who 
may have sheltered here many years ago, their story is still about people 
looking for a safe place to live, finding that place, yet often struggling to be 
accepted in that place. This is the story of African Americans in Sturgis, 
Michigan, as told through the very words and voices of those who made this 
town their home. These are the voices of Dark Lake.    
 
Our story starts with Nathaniel Hatchel and his family arriving in 1842.  Hat-
chel was a free Black man, the son of a free Black man born in Virginia.   His 
first land purchase was 160 acres adjacent to the east side of Dark Lake.   We 
do know that Hatchel was in the top 10% of any race of land owners in the 
Northwest Territory;  a man who loaned money to others who were getting 
a start here.  Our story goes from there to the Blacks going from Fawn River 
in 1863 to fight in the Civil War in the 102nd Colored Division in Detroit. 
They were not allowed to serve with the St. Joseph County White troops 
who mustered out of White Pigeon.  The film then shows us, through per-
sonal interviews of African-Americans who grew up in Sturgis, their struggle 
to be accepted in the safe place they had found.  The ten people interviewed 
in the film lived in Sturgis between 1930 and present time.    (Cont. p2) 

From the “Windows to Our Past” Series of Films, 

Comes “Dark Lake” by Mike Mort 

DARK LAKE 
      The Movie 

Sturges-Young Center for the Arts  
   November 22, 2019, at 7:00 pm     

 

Karen Yoder 

http://www.sturgismuseum.org


  

                                                                 MODEL TRAIN ROOM                                          Doug Van Meter 

The Sturgis Area Model Railroaders are making great progress on 
the layout. We have completed the bench work along the west 
wall and the north peninsula as well as the back drops for both 

areas. The road bed 
for the north penin-
sula has been installed 
and we have started 
laying track. It is our 
intention to complete 
the track and electri-
cal work as soon as possible which will allow us to run trains on the 
north peninsula with the scenery coming at a later date. We have 
dismantled the temporary layout and placed it in storage as we 

need the space for the center and south peninsula bench work installation. If you would like to visit us, we have 
scheduled work nights Tuesdays and Thursdays from 6 to 9pm. You may also find one or two of us working dif-
ferent days and times during the week. 
 

“DID YOU KNOW that when you make a purchase from 

Amazon, you could be sending a percentage of your payment 
directly to the Sturgis Historical Society? Go to 
smile.amazon.com, select "Sturgis Historical Society" as the 
beneficiary, and make your purchases as you normally would! 
With the holidays coming up, this is a quick and easy way to 
contribute to the Sturgis Historical Society. Happy shopping!" 
 

The team that has been working on this film consists of 
Mike Mort, Dianne Gorsuch, and Karen Yoder, in addition to 
African-Americans who grew up in Sturgis or who currently 
live here:   Bonnie (Durant) Willis, of South Bend; Jeanine 
(Wallace) Fellings and Musette (Bell) El- Mohammed of 
Kalamazoo; Jeff Mullins and Doris Gearring of Sturgis.   This 
team gathers in either Kalamazoo or Sturgis from time to 
time to consult and develop the story line. This film is the 
4th in the series of “Windows to Our Past” which is sup-
ported by the Sturgis Area Community Foundation, the 
Newell A. and Grace A. Franks Fund (a fund within the 
SACF), the City of Sturgis, and the Sturgis Historical Society, 
and is written and produced by Mike Mort of Equity Stu-
dios. “Dark Lake” will be presented at Sturges-Young Audi-
torium on Friday, November 22, 2019, at 7:00 pm.    Tickets 
will be available in advance for $10.00 at the Sturgis Histori-
cal Museum, Chamber of Commerce, Willer’s Shoes, York 
Mercantile, or Sturges-Young Center for the Arts.  
          Tickets will go on sale Friday, October 11, 2019 

The Dark Lake Team 

Front Row:  Musette Bell El- Mohammed, Doris Gearring, 
Jeanine Wallace Fellings, Dianne Gorsuch 

Back Row:  Jeff Mullins, Karen Yoder, Bonnie Durant-Willis, Jerry 
Willis, Mike Mort 

                                                                                                NOTE: 
A pre-movie dinner will be available at the Sturges-Young Center for the Arts from 5:15 - 6:45 pm  

Reservations are required due to limited seating.  For reservations, call:  269-651-8541 
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                                                                            EXHIBITS                                                     Dianne Gorsuch 
A very important part of any museum collection is oral histories. We have had the honor of interviewing many 
local veterans including one from World War II, who is now 101 years old.  Albums will be assembled with their 
experiences and personal pictures and put on display for the museum visitors. We also want to interview people 
who have stories to share about businesses, events, and life in general in our town. If you know of anyone who 
has a story to share, contact Dianne Gorsuch at diannegorsuch@hotmail.com 

 

Bill Briggs Bill  Krontz 
Cathy and Ed Hopkins 

 

SAVE THE DATE!  
We are pleased to announce the date for the next installment 

 in the documentary series: 
“Windows to Our Past” Journey of the 11th Michigan Infantry   

The Story of Sturgis in the Civil War 
Friday, June 19th, 2020 ~ 7:00 pm 
Sturges-Young Center for the Arts 

Mark your calendars and please plan to join us for another extraordinary 
Equity Studios/Mike Mort production. 

Further details about this exciting event will be forthcoming. 

                                                                             EXHIBITS                                                           Kelly Franks 

Next year we will highlight the Civil War in our War Years Exhibit in conjunction with Mike Mort’s “Journey of 
the 11th” Michigan Infantry documentary. This display will be slightly different from the way we’ve presented 
more recent wars because we are farther removed by time from those who served. Still, there are wonderful 
stories to be told about how this war impacted our community. We also want to include re-enactment experi-
ences to demonstrate the impact the Civil War still has and to encourage Museum visitors to learn about our 
past. 
 
There will be changes in our other exhibits as well. For instance, we’ll expand our doctors’ corner with informa-
tion about other doctors such as Dr. Wilbur (Bill) Braham and Dr. S.A. Fiegel, who served this community. We’re 
also hoping to gather more information on some of the very early businesses in Sturgis so that the Business and 
Industry Exhibit can reflect some of what was going on when the town was taking shape.   And look for a 
women’s suffrage display. As soon as we begin making changes to exhibits, other ideas come, so watch for more 
surprises!      
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                                                                                   FROM THE PRESIDENT’S PEN                                           Jackie Persing                                      

Greetings everyone, it’s time for us to gather again and reflect on our past year.  This year 
has been one of our best years so far and I attribute a lot of that to our “Windows to the 
Past” series. What a joy that has been to watch all of these ideas come to life. There is a tre-
mendous amount of work that goes into these movies and we are incredibly grateful to those 
that produce and investigate all the history that goes with making these movie happen. The 
community is beginning to take notice and that translates into positive benefits for us. 
 
This past year has seen the completion of the Freight House, the on-going building of our model railroad exhibit, 
and an overall good vibe coming from our community. Our fund raising events are enjoying more participation 
with the public; the chair silent auction was huge, the encore presentations at the Depot of our movies and the 
Titanic night, all a success. 
 
We still at times are in a bit of a pinch with volunteers. It’s so important that we support the Museum and the 
Freight House. We are constantly trying to think of ways to improve the experience for all the greeters and to be 
appealing to individuals that are not volunteers at this time. All suggestions are welcomed. We close our doors 
at the end of September but we certainly are not done working. We have holidays coming up where we will be 
open; private tours are still being scheduled and we have the holidays to look forward to and all the events 
downtown.  Historical artifacts are being catalogued, basement contents are being rearranged and some items 
will be moved to the Freight House.  Jenifer will keep all informed with her weekly updates and if you see any-
thing that interests you in being more involved, let us know. 

                                     FROM THE DIRECTOR’S DESK                                              Jenifer Blouin Policelli                  
 As we approach the end of the Museum’s 2019 season, I am reflecting back on one year serving in the role of 

Director at the Sturgis Historical Museum – At the Depot. If I had to identify one theme that 
has defined my first year, it would be community. The Sturgis Historical Society has ce-
mented itself as a community institution in 2019. The successes of Dog Town, the “Take a 
Seat” fundraiser, our “Treats & Tales from RMS Titanic” event, and a bustling summer season 
at the Museum have made this possible. I’m so happy I get to be a part of this team. It’s been 
a joy to witness and take part in our involvement and engagement of the Sturgis community. 
 

Community involvement with the Museum has been outstanding in 2019. The Museum welcomed well over 
700 unique visitors this year – and that doesn’t count those who didn’t sign the guest book! Partnering with the 
Downtown Development Authority for their events, and opening our doors for many small, private tours have 
contributed to those numbers. Of course, none of our accomplishments this year would have been possible 
without contributions from our community. Dozens of volunteers donated hundreds of hours of their time and 
talents to give tours in the Museum, operate the Freight House Gift Shop, and conduct research in the bowels of 
the Museum’s collections. For the first time ever, we took on an intern who spent ten hours every week helping 
me catalog collections items and lead tours. (Be sure to read Sam’s article elsewhere in this newsletter!) 
 
There is more community engagement to come, too! This fall I am working with Eden Alvey Hile, a Sturgis 4th 
grade teacher and Museum greeter, to create programs for local students. Our objective is to get kids from our 
community in the doors and connect with them through Sturgis’s history. In November, the Historical Society 
will release the next film in the “Windows to Our Past” series. Dark Lake will tell the story of African American 
history in our community, a segment from our town’s past that has often been overlooked. On September 28th, 
the last day of regular Museum hours in 2019, we will offer free apple cider and donut holes to our visitors as a 
sign of good will to our community. (Thank you to the Sturgis Meijer store for sponsoring this event!) All of 
these efforts help us in our goal to connect people to Sturgis and its history. Thank you for a great 2019, and 
watch for more community collaboration, engagement, and involvement in 2020! 



 

                                                  MUSEUM’S SUMMER INTERN                                 Sam Landess 

“Hello members and friends of the Sturgis Historical Society, my name is Sam Landess. I graduated from 

Sturgis High School this year, and I served as an intern for the Museum this summer. This fall I will be attending 

Eastern Michigan University to major in History. I’m extremely grateful for this opportunity to get a glimpse into 

my possible future as a museum curator. The Director of the Museum, Jenifer, has been teaching me all sorts of 

things I might use after or during my time at college. The infor-

mation and tips she’s provided will give me a huge head start 

and I will probably never be able to thank her enough.  

I can’t remember what sparked my interest in history, 

but I can think of two people who cultivated that interest into a 

passion: my grandfather, and my History teacher in high school, 

Mr. Smith. My grandfather, Stephen Stark, was a history teacher 

at Sturgis High School for 44 years, and a good friend of Mr. 

Smith. When I was smaller, my mom would take me to my 

grandfather’s classroom after school if they ever needed to talk 

or get something from each other. While the two adults were 

talking, I would flip through the textbooks or read what my 

grandfather had written on the whiteboard throughout the day. 

There were some events and people I recognized from my lower level history 

classes but it was the things I had never heard of before that caught my at-

tention, and pulled me deeper. My grandfather is also quite the reader, he 

has an entire bookshelf dedicated to historical books. His personal books fo-

cus much more on the lesser known stories and behind the scenes history, 

since his job was to tell the stuff pretty much everyone knows. And when-

ever we would go to his house, if he was reading a book he would always 

give me a quick summary of the story. The other huge influence on my ca-

reer choice was my history teacher, Mr. Smith. I was lucky; most people have 

a different teacher for each subject each year of high school, but for the 

three years I had a History class, I had Mr. Smith as my teacher. The thing 

that I admired most about Mr. Smith, beside his honesty, was his passion for 

History. It was like he never got tired of talking about it, I never got bored 

during any of his lectures and there were multiple times when the class got 

so involved we just went down a rabbit hole of interesting facts and stories. 

And if I can make even half the impact on one person’s interest in History as 

these two men have made on me, I’ll feel I have accomplished my goal.  

I was pretty nervous before I started my internship, I didn’t know anyone and I had never been to the 

Museum before. Now that I've gotten to meet everyone, work as a greeter, and help at the gift shop, I couldn’t 

have been further from the truth. Everyone I've interacted with at the Museum has been an absolute joy to 

work with and the enthusiasm they have for not only local history but history as a whole is amazing. The preser-

vation of Sturgis’s history couldn’t be in better hands. Even though my time at the Museum is drawing to a 

close, I fully intend to return during my breaks from school and continue my education and volunteering at the 

museum. Hopefully this piece helps show that the museum is doing more than just educate people about their 

home, but also inspiring them to seek out the history of bigger things.” 

Jenifer and Sam 



 

                     
 

                        2020 SILENT AUCTION 
LOOKING FOR CREATIVE PEOPLE…. 
...to help the Sturgis Historical Museum and Freight House with our  
3rd annual, silent auction fundraiser.  
Who: Open to all ages of creative people 
What: Participants will decorate and submit a wreath of their choice. Creativity is encouraged...wreaths may be deco-
rated according to any theme or style. 
When: June 2020 
 
Get those creative juices going! There is lots of time to plan and gather supplies. Pinterest.com and Google could be a 
source for ideas, too. 

                                                        Look for more details in the Spring  newsletter. 

NEW YEAR’S EVE PARTY 
Sturgis Historical Society partners with Sturges-Young Center for the Arts 

 

 
Annual Meeting of the Sturgis Historical Society 

 

Sunday, October 27th, 2:00 PM 
Annual Report 

Election of Officers and Directors 
Guest Speaker: Rollin  Mettler 

“Combat and Commendation in Vietnam” 

SAVE THE DATE 
OCTOBER 27th 

SEE YOU THERE! 

NEW YEAR’S EVE PARTY 
Sturgis Historical Society partners with Sturges-Young Center for the Arts 

                        2020 SILENT AUCTION 
LOOKING FOR CREATIVE PEOPLE…. 
...to help the Sturgis Historical Museum and Freight House with our  
3rd annual, silent auction fundraiser.  
Who: Open to all ages of creative people 
What: Participants will decorate and submit a wreath of their choice. Creativity 
is encouraged...wreaths may be decorated according to any theme or style. 
When: June 2020 
 
Get those creative juices going! There is lots of time to plan and gather supplies. 
Pinterest.com and Google could be a source for ideas, too. 

                                                        Look for more details in the Spring  newsletter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
ROAR INTO THE ‘20’S WITH THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY & STURGES-YOUNG CENTER FOR THE ARTS! 

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  sturgesyoung.com/events.php   (269) 651-8541) 

New Year’s Eve Party 
December 31st, 2019 

9 PM  -  1 AM 
  

FLAPPERS & DAPPERS ARE INVITED TO Ring 
IN THE NEW YEAR IN HIGH FASHION.   

 
ALL PROCEEDS TO BENEFIT 

 THE Sturgis HISTORICAL SOCIETY  
&  

STURGEs-YOUNG Center for the Arts 
Tickets on sale 

October 1st 

SAVE THE DATE 
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                                      NEWS FROM THE FREIGHT HOUSE                                  Joan Franks 

The gift shop is coming together nicely, with some new items 
coming in!  The photos are of new Christmas ornaments and 
Christmas gift ideas, perfect for stocking stuffers!  But there's 
more to explore ~ you'll have to come in and see for your-

self!  Additional slatwall 
has been installed and 
new items, including 
sweatshirts and hoodies, will be arriving soon to fill it. 

                            THANKS TO ALL OF OUR VOLUNTEERS!  
 As you're probably aware, the gift shop is staffed totally by volun-
teers.  We would like to thank everyone who has given their time this sum-
mer to help  out.  We couldn't do it without you!!  Thank you so very 
much!!!        Joan 

                                     

  VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES 
The Museum is always looking for a helping hand! Whether you’re a bubbly people-person or an introvert who works 
best alone; a design-oriented artist or an analytic investigator – we need your talents! Whatever your personality type, 
we have a job for you! Please consider volunteering at the Sturgis Historical Museum and Freight House. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Cut Here- - - - - - - - 

Check your interests below and mail the form to: 
                                          Sturgis Historical Museum  101 S. Jefferson St., Sturgis, MI 49091 

Name: __________________________________________________________________ 
Phone number____________________________________________________________ 
Email Address:____________________________________________________________ 
I’d like more information about volunteering in the following area(s): 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      

                          MEMBERSHIP 
Yes! I want to become a member of the Sturgis Historical Society. 

Please complete this form and return it with your payment 
Thank you for joining our historical team! 

Make checks payable to Sturgis Historical Society 
Mail to: Sturgis Historical Museum, 101 S. Jefferson St., Sturgis, MI, 49091 

Name: ________________________________________________________________ 
Address:_______________________________________________________________ 
Phone: ________________________________________________________________ 
Email: ________________________________________________________________ 
         
                                 $25 – Individual             $45 – Household             $  ___________Additional Donation 
                                                                         

  Membership Cycle June 1st -  May 31st 

 Greeter (Museum tour guide) 
 

 Maintenance/handyman projects 
 

 Research team 
 

 I have this skill to offer: _____________ 

 Collections and cataloging 
 

 Event planning and set-up 
 

 Gift Shop attendant 
 

 Graphic artist 

Cut Here 

Consider Volunteering… 
 “Volunteers don’t necessarily have 
the time;  they just have the heart.” 

Elizabeth  Andrew 
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SPECIAL EVENTS 
Although the Museum has officially ended its seasonal, weekly hours for the Fall and Winter months, we are pleased to 
share dates and hours for some special, Downtown Sturgis events. During these events, the Museum and Freight House 
will be open the following dates and times... 
Downtown Sturgis 2019/2020 Special Events:  
 
Sturgis BBQ Fest: September 28th  (12:00 - 7:00 PM) 
**Last day for seasonal hours at the Museum. Cider and donut holes will be served to our visitors (10:00 - 2:00 pm) 
*Fall Garden Party POP-UP Series: October 25th (5:30 - 9:00 pm)* 
 (Located behind Olive Fresh and Laura Jeans) 
Christkindlmarkt: December 5th - 7th  (4:00 - 9:00 pm) 
Sip‘N’Stroll: December 6th   (5:30 - 9:00 pm) 
Christmas in the City: December 7th  (4:00 - 7:00 pm) 
Winter Blues: January 17th   (5:30 - 9:00 pm) 
Ladies Night Out: February 7th   (5:30 - 9:00 pm) 
Sounds of Spring: April 24th   (5:30 - 9:00 pm) 
*Bourbon, Bacon and Blues: May 29th  (5:30 - 11:00 pm)* 
 
*Museum/FH not open during this downtown event 
** Please check our Facebook site and sturgis247.com for up-to-date information pertaining to each event.  
As always, we welcome private and group tours all year long. If your church, service club, organization, business, family 
reunion, school, graduating class group, etc. is interested in scheduling a private tour, please contact the Museum to co-
ordinate a mutually convenient date and time. Thank you! 
                                                         Email: sturgismuseum@gmail.com    Phone: (269) 503-7440 

Sturgis Historical Museum 
At the Depot 

101 South Jefferson Street 
Sturgis MI, 49091 
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