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The People and History of Michigan Maple Block Company

1420 Standish Ave/ Petoskey, Michigan

A Historic Presence;
A look at Michigan Maple Block

As it approaches its 120" anniversary, Michigan Maple Block Co. stands tall, even in a forest of
longtime Petoskey businesses.

When the company was founded in 1881, there was plenty of hardwood to be had close at hand for its
various operations. Michigan Maple Block was one of a number of businesses taking advantage of the fall
of the Bear River to cut its wood.

The actual date of founding may be a bit farther back than that, as in the confusing lines of corporate
parentage, a link is made to 1878, when a Mr. Baker and a Mr. Forbes of Kalamazoo founded a
woodenware factory in Petoskey. They sold their business, in 1881, to Leonard Bauerle.

There was a connection with Birkett Brothers, another woodenware firm, through a partnership with
Bauerle in 1890 after the Bauerfe factory burned. In 1892, Fred Bauele formed a new partnership of Bull,
Buerle and Jones. In 1893, this firm leased power and space at Birkett Brothers factory.

Said the Petoskey Record on Jan.17, 1894, The enterprising firm of Bull, Bauerle & Jones who had built
up quite an extensive business in the old Armstrong plant before it was sold, have now settled on the
second floor of the Birkett Brothers factory and are starting up their lathes on orders which have
accumulated.” No concern in Northern Michigan ever did so much business on a limited capital as Bull,
Bauetle & Jones did last year, and given two or three years’ time, we expect to see it one of the most
important enterprises in Emmet County.

In March of 1895, Bull, Bauerle & Jones added baseball bats it its list of products, and, month latter,
wooden exercise bats. Business was so good that by October of 1897 they had moved to the former Snyder
plant that had belonged to L.G. Grimes and was located on the Bear River, south of the city. They installed
$12,000 worth of machinery and an electric light plant.

Just before the turn of the century, Mr. Jones, who was certainly the silent partner in the firm, sold out
his portion, and Bull % Bauerle continued on alone—briefly. Leonard Bauerle had died in 1897 of Bright’
Disease, and in November of 1900, Henry Bull sold out to Bauerle’s son Frank, who had had a wood
turning business in Chicago. His machinery was bought to Petoskey to add to the stock, and firm was now
called Bauerle Brothers

Only three years later, the Bauerle’s sold out to Charles I1. Broman (Bromann) of Chicago, however.
Broman was a man with new ideas, and, with a salesman for the firm since about the turn of the century,
Frederick J. Schmitt, he would revolutionize the business.

The firm now be called the Petoskey Block & Manufacturing Co., and would make butchers’ blocks,
cutting blocks, brush blocks(block handles for brushes), and so on.

From a 1981 company brochure:

“Near the turn of the century, Chicago businessmen Charles H. Broman and Frederick J. Schmitt
became interested in the business as a result of their work with the meat-culting industry.

“Broman and Schmitt had recognized the problems inherent in the then standard meat cutting block, a
log section of southern hardwood cutting block could be the answer---

“The new end grain laminated hard maple butcher blocks were enormously successful, casily replacing
the sycamore rounds, which tended to split, creating sanitation problems.

The company was incorporated with H. S. Hull as president, L.G. Grimes as vice president and Charles
Broman as secretary, It soon built a new sawmill on the company’s 13- acre site, investing in timberlands,
as well as parchasing cut lumber from local sawmills. By 1903, Schmitt had become the company’s
majority stockholder.

As for the Bauerles, Fred went to Levering to make iies and shingles, and Frank returned to Chicago.

In May 1906, Petoskey Block was claiming to be the largest firm of its kind, taking production from
rough logs to the finished product.

By 1907, Michigan Maple Block employed over 60 employees with a payroil of over $41, 000,00
annhually. They had become “the largest sectional block manufacturer in the United States”, according to a
1906 catalog. The butcher block business grew steadily and by 1908 was the company’s sole product. The
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plant covered 25,000 square feet of floor space. The circulating air dry kilns could handle 15,000 feet of
himber each. :

By 1908, Michigan Maple Block was producing butcher blocks, reversible blocks, bench tops, cutting
benches, mallet and die blocks and custom cutting boards. Custom blocks were produced for shoe
factories, glove factories, envelope factories, and shirt factories. Special boards were constructed for
harness tactories for cutting the heavy leather in harness collars. And cigar makers were using Michigan
Maple Block butcher block for cutting boards.

The company’s bright future was sidetracked by a 1908 fire that destroyed the plant. With the city’s
help, it worked out terms to rebuild. At this time, a shrewd Fred Schmitt accepted company stock in lieu of
his back pay. In short order, he owned the company.

There was yet another fire in 1912, and the present building was erected.

In 1916, the name “Michigan Maple Block” was adopted, because “Everyone knew where Michigan
was, and knew Michigan maple was good wood,” according to Schmitt,

From 1916 to 1970, Schmitt obtained several patents for his “Butcher’s Chopping Block” and for his
technigue of laminating, “Wood Welded.” The patents Schmitt received in the early 1900’s focused on >
improvements in sectional wood blocks and cutting boards-—to provide a sanitary, durable and efficient
butcher’s block intended to be used in the cutting up of meat, or other food products containing more or
less moisture.” e patented “a composite of built up block, made of a series of wooden segments securely
fastened together to form a substantially homogenous mass.” Subsequent refinements to this, the standard
“Wood Welded” Michigan Maple Block, included a variety of tool hangers, disappearing drawers and
scrapers---conveniences fo the meat cutters.

With such a basic and needed product, and with materials readily available, even the Great Depressmn
of the 1930°s did not stop the manufacture of the company’s products.

Already the largest industry of its kind in the Midwest, by the 1940’ Michigan Maple Block butcher blocks
were being used by the food industry and specialized cutting industrics across the country. Kroger Grocery
and Baking Company, the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company, the United States Army, and Myriad
smaller customers were using the company’s products.

The characteristics of laminated maple butcher blocks created unusual demands for their use. Not only
is maple very hard, resilient and durable, it is non-conductor of electricity. In the 1940°s the top secret
Manhattan Project at University of Chicago, where the research for the first atomic bomb was conducted,
used Michigan Maple Block Co. custom sized blocks as insulation. In the 1960°s, the space industry turned
to Michigan Maple Block Co. to fabricate three round blocks to press out the nose cone of the moon rocket,
These block, 72 in diameter and 36” deep, weighed over two tons. They are believed to be the largest
blocks ever fabricated in the United States. Despite its many uses the basic product has not changed in the
100 years of Michigan Maple Block Co. and its predecessors.

Improved technology, however, has resulted in significant changes in methods of lamination. The
infroduction of the electronic gliing machine has increased the speed of the laminating process and resuited
in a stronger “weld”. The factory has undergone a variety of changes. The old 500 h.p. steam engine,
which used to be fed all the plant’s waste wood to generate clectricity, no longer drives the long line shaft
to power the machinery. In 1963, the old WHS class Whitcomb gas locomotive, which had hauled loaded
flat cars of logs from the railroad to the mills and later, cut timber to stock piles, was replaced, was replaced
by a 25,000 pound capacity fork lift truck. The original dry kilns have been replaced with new
electronically monitored forced draft kilns, capable of handling 270,000 feet of lumber at a time.
‘Techniques which enhance production and reduce overhead, thus keeping a hold on rising costs, are
instituted regularly. Now the wood waste and sawdust are used to heat the plant and dry the lumber

Seurces:

Petoskey News Review, November 10, 2000

Hittp:// www.mapleblock.com/history Oet. 2012
Hitp//www,ewood.us Greenwood Cemetery Site. Oct. 2012
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This eartier version of the ifichigan RMaple Block Co. plant may-

have been one from just after the tum of the century. Consider-

ing the flasimable nature of its product, it is ne surprise that the .
" company was plageed with fires in 1890, 1998 and 1912,
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Berkett Woodenware Factory (1890°s), now the Michigan Maple Block Company.
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;Mrs. Fo-d; Sohmitt,
 Dies After.

Lang Uingss .

i Seiviges will he held Satm‘({m?

-

vt 2 pom ‘rom -the” Stone, I unergf '

Home £
Lo :u, or Mrs. Fred J. Schmitt.

Lile Travgrse Hm.p:ta} niter an fif
ness of several \car\ Rev, it 2
JGubler will officfulg,

The formor Minnje Stur‘mar
Wus born in Chieuge on” February
14, 1839, She wus married {o the
late Fred J, Schmdt on Apeit 24,
1888 1n Fltve al Chleugo and  the
couple moved ty Puloskc,v In 1505,
W, Sehmiu- wis ‘hivad ns'a sules-
man lon the Michigan Mapla Block
Cir. angt bm.amo owlier  gevera]

preers bnter e pruu.-tlc-d her - ln
s denth - in 1946, . .

. Mrs, Schiit & Wi B me
Beuluh Chapter g3, Oz\dg:' g}bg;‘;afbf
erp Star and Quepn Esther Shrihg’
of st‘?:tu EWﬁLT Sheifie of Jetsalem, .
wivole heludd 5 comy 7 AL
J.i_ugr‘{.__;,&ﬁm:n of. .Imtwankne,,
—\Fv}f&r&—hvav-daughleaa.—aﬁ
(Mildrod) Sergemt of Mlnmf Fla,
and Mps. Alfred [Beatrice) Pau of
Peieskey:  mleces Mrs. Riymond
F. fUdarNoumion o Betoskay;
nine grandiildran Jand. 23 great
‘Erandehildren: WO Simg praceded
her 1 deuth, Me{viife in 1907 and.
Frediojin 5 7mmt e .
. The family has wigdested that
tho¥e wi\hing tq honor, the mem.
ory of* Mrs:"Sphmitg muy do so n
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Memortal Pund of Emmonie] Unlt-
el Church of Chrisl. Petoskey.’
- The body iz ai-the Siope: Fun-
“Fal Home, where Iriends meay cull,
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Alfred

J. Dau

Rites Monday -

Sarvices for Alired J. Day,
80, o ploneer businessman hera,
who dled early today al Lock-
wood-MasDonald Hoepltal after
a long Hlness, will ps at 11 a.m,
Mondey- from the First Presby-
terian Church, Buplal will follow
in Gresnwood Cemstary,

Mr, Pau wae ahalrman of the
tpard of Michigan.Maple Block
Co,; chalrmen of the LBERE of
pally Block Co,, Bally, Po’, &
founder and developar of Burt
Lake Shores and Tdian Point and
oparated the Petoskey House-
{urnished Cao, from 1927 to 1964
wien it wag sold to Galely's,

He wns a pagt Liavlenant gov=
oernor snd Peloskay olub pragie
dont of Kiwanla and was the
Iounder of the Klwanis White
Fiephart Saie, ‘hn annusl charft.
able fund ralslog event startad
In the 1080'a, Ho was a mem-
ber of the Masons; Knights Tem-

vliar, Elks, Preghylorien Church -

and wes a chatler member of the
Peloskay Bay ViewCountryClub,
Mr. Dau was born Oei, 28,
1886 in Sonderborg, Denmurk,
and left #s & young man for
England, then went to South Afa
rica, In 1812 he came to Now
York, then moved ic Smn Fran=
elaco, "thien Chicago and [lved
briefty in Milwaukes prior to
mipving here in 1825,
- ‘Ha wes g splesimen for Mich-

igan Maplo Blook Co, when he.

ivad 1 Chloago, He was miar-
rlied to Bestrice Schmill April
23, 1926 {n San Franeiaco.

In 1627 he purchased tha con- «f
troliing interest.of.Johi Bhiclda . B

snd Walson Seyder i the Pe~
togkay Houssfurnishing Co, wiich
was ostavlished In 1948, In 1090
outgraw {he Mit-
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chell-at, lceatfon and hs butli a
naw store on Bay:View-rd, and
plonesrad busineas fmoving from
the downtown main straet,

Ha 50ld the store fn 1904 snd
tevoted his tme to the two block
compenles,

Surviving are hig Wife, Bea-
irlae; three gqngj 3&3
Bottatownperip ALY ;-0
Atherton, Calllyt Rebeil I, of

AKonilwarth, M,; & brother, Johan
In Danmark; asigler, Mra, Marls
Briz, in Denmark and seven
gramiohildron,

The body is at the Stone Fu-
neval Home, The family has sug«
gested that those wishing to honor
the memory of My, Dot may make
a contribution [n &ls name o the
Emmat Cancer Boolety,
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Beatrice Matilda Dau services set

- i i ' ian i skéy. The

' A memaxial service for former  byterian Church in Petoskey. '

Petoskey resident Beatrice gflaﬁlda‘ Reﬁvir Mﬂbt:: m;lli gﬁggg. o
will beheldat 11:30am, © Mg, pril 17, 1992,

Dau, 96, will be kelda Ponol Valley, Calt

Tuesday, July 14, at the Fiest Pres-




Elizabeth Keely Dau

Elizabeth Keely Dau, wife of
ohn J. Day, died peacefully in
er Rosedale Drive, Pottstown,
a.. home on July 31, 2006.

Born in 1919 in Reading, Pa., -

ne was the daughter of Wil-
am Brendlinger Keely and Ed-
a Gabel Keely of Boyertown,
a. Ancestors on both sides of
er family were early founders
f what is now eastern Berks
nd western Montgomery
sunties in Pennsylvania,

Mrs. Dau attended school in
oyertown, Pa., and graduated
om the Mary Lyon 5chool in
wathmore, Pa., and from Vas-
it College.

She was a veteran of World
far I, serving in the United
:ates Navy.

She assisted her father in
e mahagement of the fam-
¢ business, Colebrookdale
on Company, founded in the
720s,

L BRI e o
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vo daughters, Barbara Dau’
>uthwell, wife of David P.

suthwell, of Concord, Mass., *

1d Bay View, and Ann Dau
>nway, wife of Elliot S,
anway, of Locust Valley, N.Y.;
1d by five grandchildren and

two stepgrandchildren. She
was predeceased by her par-
ents and two sisters, Barbara
Keely Pirson and Esther Keely
Wimmet.

Mrs. Dau was a member
of the Maestro’s Circle of the
Phitadelphlia Orchestra, the
Brookside Country Club and
the Bay View Association,
where she maintained a sum-
mer residence for more than
49 years.

She was also a sustaining
member of the Junior League
of Reading, Pa. ,

She patronized many local
and national charities, particu-
tarly educational institutions

An active tennis player
into her 703, she also enjoyed
reading and traveling which

took her to many places in the -

world, ,
_Afuneral service and burial
will be heid on Thursday, Aug.

3. in Pennsylvania. A memorial

aith, Tugsday, Alg!s, dt Belim
HallinBay View. .
i liels bf floWers; a contribu-
tion may be made to the Bay
View Association Recreation
Club, P.O. Box 1628, Bay View,
Mich. 49770.

John J.Tack” Day, 85,
businessman, saflar,
chalrman and majorit
shareholder of Bally Brock
Company and Michigan
Maple Block Company, dled
an Dec, 28, 2011, aftera
tengthy fight against em-
physema.

Bom In the old Petoskey
Hospital on lower Lake
H Street on

April 17,
sl 1926, he

?l was the

son of
Alfred J.
Dau and Beatrfce
5chmitt Dau and the grand-
son of Frederick and Minnie
Schmitt, longtime residents
of Patozkey and prominent
Petoskey businessmen.

Mr. Dau moved to
Pennsylvania in 1950 but
malntzined & cottage in
Bay View untll his death. in
Pennsylvanla, he served on
the boards of National Penn
Bancshares, Natfonal Penn
tnvestors Trust Company,
and Boyertown Byrial Cas-
ket Company, and chalred

Rt |

" the board of the Wyndcroft

School, Mr. Dauwas an
Ametican decorative arts
expert, a winning sailor and
devoted family man,
Blessed with a sharp Intel-
lect and gregarious person-
ality, Mr, Dau displayed a
tatent for business early in
life, During the depth of the
Dapression when he was
anly 10 years old, he had
amassed profits of more
than $200 from selling stray
goif balls eollected from
his grandfather's Miamt
garden to goifers In North-
ern Michlgan, He ran a pop
stand out the kack of his fa-
ther's Mitchell Street House
furnplshing Company and
helped with deliveries —

nota preblem since he got

his drlver's license at age 14,
Mr, Dau enlisted In the
Navy upon graduatlon
from Petoskey High School
tn 1944 and became a gun-
ney, operating a 40mm bow
gun on a landing assault
ship, LSNi-288. Prior to de-
ployment In the Paclflc, Mr,
Dau's right thumb was sev-
ered In a towlng accldent,
and he was honerably
discharged, receiving two
medals,
" After recelving 2 8Sin
mechanical engineering
from the Unlversity of
Michigan in 1950, Mr. Dau
assumed manzagement of
Bally Block Company. in

{eEd, 1-4 - RewA

1962, he ac-
quired Micht-
2y} gan Maple
% Block Com-
il pany, creating
the largest
butcher block
L manufactur-
Dan Ing company
in the United
States, More
than 60 years later, at the
time of his death, Mr, Day
was sth actively engaged
In company and board af-
falrs.

In the 1960s, Mr. Dau
began a (ifa-long love affalr
with yacht racing. For more
than 40 years, his 1109 Me-
rangue or its predecassors
safted in nearly all the races
organlzed by the Little Tra-
verse Yacht Club, including
the UGoita Regattas, fre- -
quantly winning trophies,
in July, Merengue placed |
flrst In 1ts section of the
Chicago to Mackinac Isiand
Race. Mr. Dau gave crew
positions to generations of
yeung sallors, Asa result,
many of today's top'sallars,
both in Little Traverse Bay
and other Lake Michigan
ports, got their start on his
Loat, Mr. Dau belleved In
Investing In the youth of
Northern Michtgan, Dona-
tions from him and his late
wife saved Bay View's wa-
terfront rec buifding from
collapsing and allowed It to
be restored and updated,

Mr, Dau’s other great

* passlon was antigues and

deslgn, His Pennsylvanta |
home, completed in 1959; -
is an example of leading -
mid-century modern ar-
chitecture, landscaping
and interlor deslgn, Later,
he turnad his sharp eye
toward the 18th and 19th
centiries and became an
expetton Amerlcan deco-
rative arts from that era,

Mr, Dau was predeceased
by his wife of 54 years, the
former Elizabeth Kealy,
of Bayertown, Penin., and
Is strvived by his daugh-
ters, Barbara Southwedl of
Concord, Mass., and Bay
View, and Ann Conway of
Locust Valley, M.Y.: and by
flve grandchildren and two
stepgrandchlidren,

A memorial service took
place on Saturday, Dec. 31,
In Pennsylvanla, and onals
planned for Bay Vlew dur-
ing summer 2012,

In fleu of Aowers, the fam-
Hy asks donatlons be made
to Bay View Assoclation.




After q long blizzcrd, this business still has a sense of hurnor, Max
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" ager Fred Polhemus describes © 5

Ryan Bentley e
(231) 439-9342 - lbenlley@petoskeynews «mn

When asked what Anne Shep—

" herd has brought to her 60-year
.career at Michigan Maple

block, company. general men-

her as a dedicated employee,

- one who’s often been the first ¥
to show up for work at the Peto- .
- " skey plant in the morning. - .

-~ “She’s just been a special per- *

- son,” he said. B

; Polhemus noted that retlrmg e

bookkeeping and payroll em-

) ployee Shepherd is unigue, teo :
; m a statistical sense,

ased on various workforce

g 'statistics he retrieved-and ex-

trapolated, Polhemus noted
‘that about 5 million Americans

. - retire yearly.

About 200,000 of them are 78

.~ — Shepherd’s age — or older.
. But only about five of those

- retirees have spent as long

-. " .as Shepherd has in the same

-+ ‘company and in the same job ©

. —making Shepherd approxi--
“mately one in 1 million: :

" Past and present co-workers,

family and friends joined Shep-.-
herd Friday at the wood prod- .
ucts company to celebrate her

retirement.

“Inever thought I'd be inthis :

RYAN BENTLEY/NEWS-REVIEW
Retlring Michigan Maple
‘Block bookkeeping and payroll
staff member Anne Shepherd
' dlsplays a check—wrltlng device

' “But they’ ve beén good years
- ¥(The company) has been aw-

fully &0 d’ 10 mé’”
For years, Shepherd couldn't

" make up hér mind when to

wind down her career.
“I was always satisfied here,

" so why retire?” she said.
After her husband, Bdward,

died a couple -of years ago,
Shepherd said she found the
social contacis.at work to be

‘helpful for hen-

But now, Shepherd said she's

ready to begin spending more
- time with family members.

Polhemus and Shepherd not-

- ed that bookkeeping and pay-
“roll work have gone through

considerable technological
change during Shepherd [} ten—

ure.

In tlie 19508 the company
pald its employees in cash, In
more recent decades the pro-

-gess of generating pavchecks,

like many other tasks involved
in Shepherd’s job, have become
computerized.

Shepherd, a Harbor Springs -

resident, has. three children
and six grandchildren..

Along with seeing more of
her family, Shepherd plans to

spend more time on hobbies

such as travel in her retire-
ment,

Follow @ryan_bentley on Twitter
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