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Local Author Uncovers Detroit Riverfront Scandal of the Past

New hotels and restaurants going up on the Detroit riverfront, land grabs, a shifting of the Detroit shoreline. . .sounds like today’s news headlines?

How about 170 years ago?

Conflicts over Detroit’s riverfront identity are not new.  Local author Heather Buchanan has discovered that in the early 1800s, Detroit’s riverfront was changed in ways that echo nearly two centuries later.

The Cass Farm Company of 1835-1839

While researching her historical novel set in Detroit, Dark River, Buchanan stumbled across fascinating information on a powerful group of men in the city, the Cass Farm Company.  Its members included Shubael Conant, Edmund Brush, Charles Trowbridge, Elon Farnsworth, Eurotas Hastings, Oliver Newberry, and Augustus S. Porter. The company was interested in developing Detroit’s waterfront.  The company purchased all of Governor Lewis Cass’s farm south of Larned Street, more than 500 acres, reaching from modern-day Cass to Third Avenue and extending from the Detroit River three miles deep northward. The farm’s title dated back to Detroit’s early days as a French colony in New France.  Governor Cass had purchased the property from the heirs of William Macomb for $12,000 in 1816.  The Cass Farm Company bought the farm for $100,000 and then mortgaged it for the full amount.  Any monies earned were put toward improving the property.  The task was considered one of the most ambitious in the west to date.  

With the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, Detroit had become an economic powerhouse, hosting thousands of American businessmen and international investors daily.  It was decided that the farm area could be used for warehousing and hotel development.  The area around Larned, however, was covered by the river, so the company decided to fill it in.  Augustus Porter, trustee of the company, then sold off the property in parcels, in expectation of a windfall.  After a year of filling in and building wharves, not enough money had been pulled in to make mortgage payments to neither Cass nor members of the company.  To make matters worse, a great depression hit the U.S. in 1837, but a seemingly oblivious Cass Company continued selling lots.  Buyers were going bankrupt, and contracts were forfeited; by January 1837, according to historian Clarence Burton, nothing on the principal was paid to Governor Cass.  In 1839, Cass re-mortgaged the land with the members of the company, but as time went on, the partners could not pay their mortgages. To avoid bankruptcy, most of the members surrendered their interests to Cass in 1843, and Augustus Porter died a poor man.  

A Shoreline Forever Changed

The Cass Farm Company’s transformation of the Detroit shoreline was not regarded by all as progress; there was the issue of public access to the Detroit River being destroyed. In contrast to Chicago’s magnificent waterfront access, the Detroit riverfront has spent nearly two centuries at a barricaded, cemented distance. But is this irreversible? With the explosion of redevelopment currently taking place, particularly around the GM World Headquarters and its RiverWalk, the riverfront has been reclaimed, Buchanan, says, “but the original face of our riverfront has been altered forever.” 

Heather Buchanan is a native Detroiter, and has always been fascinated with her city's history. Inspired by a series of articles about the little-known truth of slavery in Detroit and an unknown dead slave woman buried at Ste. Anne Catholic Church of Detroit, Heather embarked on a ten-year odyssey to bring Dark River to life. An award-winning publisher, poet and playwright, Heather is currently on the faculty of Lansing Community College, Schoolcraft College, and Wayne State University, respectively. She resides with her husband in Detroit, and is hard at work on a new journal featuring Midwest writers.
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