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Introduction
Franke Powerhouse sits on a small pond along the Kid’s Creek Park trail in Traverse City,
Michigan. Weather worn and dilapidated, the powerhouse has begun to collapse in upon
itself. The majority of the roof is missing, and the stairwell that once ran from the basement
to the main floor and on to the attic has been destroyed. The water-wheel, located in the
lower level of the building is still intact, though in severe disrepair. Vandalism is not factor
in the powerhouse’s deterioration, and the building appears largely undisturbed by human
interference, though some of the gears and shafts have gone missing.
Garfield Township is interested in restoring the property by reconstructing the mill for
educational purposes. Due to the level of destruction of the powerhouse through natural
processes, and the proposed development of the park, this is a threat led project. A predisturbance survey of the property has already been conducted by Garfield Township. As
such, the focus of this monograph will be on gathering information regarding the
powerhouse, its origins, owners, and historical significance within the community.
This is a personal project, the aim of which is to compile and present a comprehensive
documentation of Franke Powerhouse. A study of the powerhouse has been attempted
twice prior to this new endeavor. Some of the information used in this monograph is a
result of the initial research conducted by those teams, and will be accredited as such.

Figure 2: Franke Powerhouse in Proximity to Great Wolf Lodge (Courtesy Darla Eimers)
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Location on the Map

Figure 3: Michigan, in North America (Courtesy Google Earth 2016)

Figure 4: Michigan, Traverse City Area (Courtesy Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 5: Northern Michigan, Traverse City Area (Courtesy Google Earth 2016)

Figure 6: Garfield Township, Traverse City
(Courtesy Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 7: US31 in Garfield Township (Courtesy Google Earth 2016)

Figure 8: Great Wolf Lodge and Kohl's in Relation to US31 and Boardman Lake
(Courtesy Google Earth 2016)
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Kids Creek Park is situated along US31 in Traverse City, Michigan, between Kohl’s and
The Great Wolf Lodge (44° 44’ 15.8” N and 85° 38’ 46.3” W). A trailhead located in the
parking lot between Kohl’s and Bed Bath & Beyond grants access to the 1.1-mile trail,
which includes boardwalks, bridges, and a small fishing pond.

Powerhouse

Trailhead

Figure 9: Kids Creek Park in Relation to Great Wolf Lodge and Kohl's.
Trailhead and Location of Powerhouse Indicated
(Courtesy Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 10: Back Loop of Kids Creek Trail with Fishing Pond and Remains of
Powerhouse (Courtesy Google Earth)

Figure 11: Close-up of Franke Powerhouse (Courtesy Google 2016)
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Figure 12: Kids Creek Park Map (Courtesy Garfield Charter Township)
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The Man Behind the Powerhouse
Gottfried Franke was born in Germany on April 4th, 1849 to Gustave and Amelia Franke
(FindAGrave.com). Franke lived in Germany until the age of 13, at which time he traveled
with his uncle, Theodore Franke, first to Canada, and then to Michigan, where he settled
for a time in Grand Rapids (FindAGrave.com). In 1871, Franke moved to Traverse City,
Michigan, working as both a millwright and a carpenter; he began farming in 1889
(FindAGrave.com).

Figure 13: Gottfried Franke (Courtesy
Traverse Area District Library)

According to the Garfield Township
Conservancy (GTC), Franke originally
purchased a total of forty acres of land
from James and Ellen Harvey in 1879 for
the grand total of $700. Additionally, he
bought twenty acres north of this
property, from the lumber baron Perry
Hannah, for the sum of $400 (GTC).
Franke constructed a “water driven farm
mill… at this site which was used… for a
variety of purposes including the early
generation of electrical power for the farm
operation” (GTC). Using a number of
small dams, Franke diverted water from
Kids Creek into a pond, causing it to
“flow over the mill wheel,” generating
power for the entire farm (GTC).

It appears that Franke was a millwright of some renown in the area; it was he and his crew
who were responsible for building the mill on Rugg Pond, effectively supplying electricity
to the entire village of Kalkaska (Grand
Traverse Journal).
Franke lived in Traverse City until his death,
on November 10th, 1941.
Gottfried Franke’s marriage certificate and
death certificate are located in Appendix D
along with photographs of his family and of
the mill on Rugg Pond.

Figure 14: Gottfried Franke's Grave in
Oakwood Cemetery, Traverse City, MI
(Courtesy FindAGrave.com / Jack Franke)
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A Philanthropist and His Buffalo
Jerry Oleson was a prominent figure in the Grand Traverse Area. He owned and operated
Oleson Food Stores, founded the annual NMC barbecue, and was well known as a
community philanthropist (GTC).
In 1931, Oleson purchased Franke’s land for
$1200, and began his first farming endeavor
(GTC). Oleson added acreage to the property
over time, increasing his land holdings to 120
acres (GTC). Originally, Oleson raised a variety
of livestock and fowl, including “dairy cattle,
beef, and swine…chickens and wild game”
(GTC). After obtaining a permit in 1956, Oleson
bought three buffalo which he eventually grew to
a herd of several hundred, making it “the largest
[buffalo herd] east of the Mississippi River”
(GTC). Not only does the buffalo provide meat,
but the herd serves as a tourist attraction, as well.

Figure 15: Jerry Oleson (Courtesy
Garfield Township Conservancy)

Kids Creek Park
Kids Creek Park was dedicated to Garfield Township upon the construction of Great Wolf
Lodge in 2003 (GTC, GreatWolfLodge.com). The stream had sustained substantial
damage as a result of decades of habitation by the Oleson buffalo herds (GTC). In 2009, a
300-foot section of Kids Creek was “re-routed [around] an obstacle that was limiting the
upstream migration of fish,”
effectively creating a new
streambed (GTC). Additionally,
sediment was dredged from
Oleson’s fish pond, and a new
bridge and trail was built by
volunteers from Great Wolf
Lodge (GTC). According to the
Garfield Township Conservancy,
“to date, over 30 specific erosion
sites have been rehabilitated
within the park,” which has not
only improved the stream’s
overall health, but the health of
Figure 16: A Boardwalk at Kids Creek Park
West Bay by extension.
(Courtesy of Andrew C. Ealy)
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Defining Water-Wheels
There are two main categories of water-wheels: horizontal, in which the wheel is laying
down, and vertical, in which the wheel stands on its edge (WaterHistory.org). For this
monograph, the focus will solely be on the vertical water-wheel, as this is the type utilized
by Franke Powerhouse.
Water-wheels have been used for centuries, with the first written description of the vertical
water-wheel found in a treatise of Roman engineering, composed by an engineer named
Vitruvius somewhere between 31 BC and 14 AD (WaterHistory.org). These early
mechanical devices harness the energy of moving water through a series of paddles or
vanes mounted to the outer edge of the rotor (WaterHistory.org). As the force of water
pushes against the paddles, the wheel rotates and turns a shaft which can be used to replace
animal power, drive grist mills for grinding grain, run fulling mills for making cloth,
generate electricity, and more (WaterHistory.org).
Vertical water-wheels have four
basic designs, each named for
the way that water is delivered
to the wheel: the overshot, the
undershot, the breastshot, and
the pitchback (as pictured in
figure 17).
For an overshot wheel, water is
delivered by a chute at the center
of the top of the rotor, propelling
the wheel counterclockwise.
Water is delivered to the center
of the back of the rotor on a
breastshot wheel, and toward
the back portion of the top of the
rotor on a pitchback wheel, both
of which are propelled in a
clockwise direction.

Figure 17: Diagram of the Four Main Types of
Vertical Water-Wheels (Courtesy ThingLink.com)

For an undershot wheel, water
flows directly underneath the rotor;
this method proves useful in streams and tide mills, where water flow can simply be
directed by a causeway or a manmade water channel called a “mill race”
(WaterHistory.org). Undershot wheels are propelled in a clockwise direction. The
overshot and undershot are the most common water-wheels used due to their efficiency
(WaterHistory.org).
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Franke Powerhouse
Gottfried Franke bought the land at Kids Creek in 1879 and built the powerhouse shortly
thereafter, though there does not appear to be a definitive construction date. Franke used
the mill for basic farm operation and to generate electricity at night (GTC).
The building itself is roughly 20 by 30 feet. It rests on top of a basement—where the waterwheel sits—and was once two stories high. The last time the property was photographed
for survey, entrance could be gained to the basement and first floor. The building is now
too deteriorated to safely enter.
In examining the photographs provided by Philip Jewel, it was believed that this was an
undershot water-wheel, as a mill race runs through the center of the basement, and there is
no evidence of a sluice to deliver water to the top or breast of the wheel. Jack Franke,
Gottfried Franke’s grandson, later confirmed this suspicion when interviewed.
There are a series of dams going back along Kids Creek, which could be used to raise or
lower the water levels according to the current need, though the wooden boards used for
this are long since gone.

Interview with Jack Franke, January 14th, 2017
Interviewed by: Darla Eimers
Jack Franke is the grandson of Gottfried Franke. He and his brother Bob spent part of their
youth on the farm, and as such, Jack was able to share quite a bit about the farm, waterwheel, and land. The following sections include information and oral history as recalled
by Jack.

On the Passing of Property:
According to Jack, ownership of the land changed hands many times prior to Jerry Oleson
acquiring it. Gottfried had deeded the south half of his 40 acres to his future wife—prior
to divorcing his first wife. After divorcing, he bought an additional 20 acres of land which
included a homestead and a barn, deeded the south half back to his ex-wife and sold the
remaining half of the original 40 acres to Howard Whiting, a prominent proprietor of land
and housing in the area.
Whiting sold the property to Jack’s father, Alfred Franke, in 1917 on a land contract. Alfred
lived there from 1917 to 1929 when he lost the property to foreclosure. Upon regaining the
property, Whiting sold it to the Dean family, who ended up deeding it to their parents, who
eventually deeded it back to Whiting.
Jerry Oleson then bought the property from Whiting in 1941. Jack’s brother, Bob Franke,
was Jerry’s trusted farm manager for over 60 years. Oleson took Bob along when he paid
his contract to Whiting off early, as he wanted a witness to the closing.
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On Mechanics and Electricity:
The water-wheel was used primarily to run farm equipment and to generate electricity for
the homestead, which was situated on a hill and separated from the powerhouse (in Jack’s
estimation) by an expanse the length of two football fields. Power cables ran this 200-yard
distance and connected the two buildings. Jack indicated that there were two spillways—
one that ran through the powerhouse and one that ran around it.
Power could be generated or cut by pulling a lever located inside the homestead. This
would lift the spillway gate, allowing water from the pond to enter the race and flow against
the wheel. The same lever could be used to lower the gate back down, effectively cutting
the power by blocking the water flowing into the race and water-wheel. Jack recalls that
power was shut down in this manner nightly. Additionally, if the pond drained out before
work was finished, they would have to lower the spillway gate and wait for it to fill back
up in order to generate power again.
The water-wheel operated farm machinery, such as buzz rakes and table saws, through a
series of belts which were attached to different sized drive wheels running vertically up to
the next floor. The size of the wheel dictated the RPMs it was capable of, allowing each
to be used for different machines or purposes. A side door could be opened for easier access
and equipment could be “plugged in” from there. Jack remembers the water-wheel as being
“very loud” when it was running.

Memories and Miscellany:
 In the winter, snow and ice would build up on the water-wheel buckets, often causing
damage. Jack recalls that his brother Bob would frequently assist their father, Alfred
Franke, by holding a lantern up so that Alfred could see well enough to repair the broken
paddles.
 According to Jack, there was a cement pad attached to the backside of the powerhouse
that had a deep lip around its edge. Frequently, this pad was purposely flooded and
subsequently left to drain/dry out so that only a few inches of standing water was left in
it—along with a few fish. This was often how they would catch trout for dinner.
 In researching for this project, information regarding a possible fire surfaced. An online
article titled “100 years ago in the Grand Traverse Herald” and dated 9 Feb 2005, included
this short blurb:
“Fire destroyed a small power house belonging to G. Franke, just west of the city
yesterday. The loss was $1,200 with no insurance. There is some mystery in
connection with its origin as tracks leading in and out of the place were found along
with an empty whisky bottle. Mr. Franke does not think that anyone set the building
on fire but may have accidentally caused the blaze” (GTHerald.com).
Unfortunately, Northwestern Michigan College’s Osterlin Library only carries microfiche
of the Grand Traverse Herald, up to 1900—it appears that this event would have happened
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somewhere around 1905. After being directed to Central Michigan University’s library,
and being transferred through several departments, it was discovered that the Grand
Traverse Herald merged with the Grand Traverse Bay Eagle between 1900 and
1910. These archives may or may not be housed in the State Library in Lansing; the article
is yet to be found.
When questioned about the suspected fire, Jack responded that he believes it was the
homestead that caught fire, not the powerhouse, and he concurred that it happened in 1905.
 Several drive shafts and gears had been lying in the grass behind the powerhouse for
some time. Photos taken in 2007 by Jack show these items quite clearly, while subsequent
photos taken in 2013 reveal all of these items to be missing. These photos can be found in
Appendix D.

Final Thoughts
Though research did not yield much insight into the building itself, there is a rich and varied
history linked to the powerhouse and surrounding land. Gottfried Franke was a prominent
figure in the Grand Traverse area and played a significant role in developing other areas in
Michigan through his talent as a millwright. The powerhouse and the acreage it sits on
hold an important place in the history of Grand Traverse County.
What is left of Franke Powerhouse is largely inaccessible and the building is quickly falling
apart. This compilation of findings—surveys, oral and written histories, photographs, and
other documents—serves as a preservation of history in the powerhouse’s stead.

Figure 18: Franke
Powerhouse from
Backside of Trail
(Courtesy Darla
Eimers)
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Photographic Survey

Figure 19: Looking Directly Down on the First Sluice Gate (Courtesy Darla Eimers)

Figure 20: Darla Eimers Documents
the First Sluice Gate
(Courtesy Andrew Ealy)

Figure 21: Darla Eimers Documents the First
Sluice Gate (Courtesy Andrew Ealy)
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Figure 22: Second Sluice Gate (Courtesy Andrew Ealy)

Figure 23: Second Sluice Gate
(Courtesy Darla Eimers)

Figure 24: Second Sluice Gate from the Back
(Courtesy Darla Eimers)
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Figure 25: Franke Powerhouse from Far-Side of Oleson Fishing Pond
(Courtesy Darla Eimers)
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Figure 26: Right Side of Powerhouse (Courtesy Darla Eimers)

Figure 27: Close-up of Window on Right Side of Powerhouse and Caved-In Roof
(Courtesy Darla Eimers)
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Figure 28: Front
of Powerhouse
(Courtesy Darla
Eimers)

Figure 29: Front and
Left-Side of Powerhouse
(Courtesy Darla Eimers)

Figure 30: Left Side of Powerhouse (Courtesy Darla Eimers)
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Figure 31: Water-Wheel in Basement of Franke Powerhouse (Courtesy Phil Jewel)

Figure 32:
Right-Side of the Water
Wheel Sitting in the Bearing
Block (Courtesy Phil Jewel)
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Figure 33: Left-Side of
Water-Wheel with
Shaft and Gear
(Courtesy Phil Jewel)

Figure 34: Left-Side
of Water-Wheel with
Shaft and Gear as
Positioned in Mill Race
(Courtesy Phil Jewel)
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Figure 35: Water-Wheel from Left-Side with Shaft and Two Gears
(Courtesy Phil Jewel)
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Figure 36: Close-up of
Water-Wheel Paddles
(Courtesy Phil Jewel)

Figure 37: Mill Race
Opening in Relation
to Water-Wheel
(Courtesy Phil Jewel)
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Appendix A
Survey of Franke Powerhouse, Kids Creek Park, and surrounding areas.
Provided by the Charter Township of Garfield
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Appendix B
Historical Photos of the Franke Property

Kids Creek and
Spillway/Sluice Gates
Leading up to Franke
Powerhouse (Courtesy
Steve Largent)

Kids Creek and Culvert
on Franke Property
(Courtesy Steve Largent)
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Both Spillways—Left Goes Through the Building, Right Goes Around the Building
(Courtesy Steve Largent)
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Appendix C
Materials from Jack Franke

Gottfried Franke with First Wife, Uncle, and Aunt
(Courtesy FindAGrave.com/Jack Franke)
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Water-Wheel, as it stood in 2007
(Courtesy Jack Franke)

Water-Wheel, as it stood in 2007
(Courtesy Jack Franke)
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Drive-shafts and Gears in 2007
(Courtesy Jack Franke)

Drive-shafts and Gears in 2007
(Courtesy Jack Franke)
37

Photo Showing Drive-shafts and Gears are Missing in 2013
(Courtesy Jack Franke)

Photo Showing Drive-shafts and Gears are Missing in 2013
(Courtesy Jack Franke)
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1881 Plat Map Showing Franke’s Original 40 Acre Plot
(Courtesy Jack Franke)

39

1908 Plat Map Showing Shifts in the Franke Property
(Courtesy Jack Franke)
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Appendix D
Miscellaneous Findings

Photo of Gottfried
Franke’s Men
Constructing Rugg
Pond Dam
(Courtesy TADL)

Historic Site Sign for Rugg
Pond Dam, Built by
Gottfried Franke
(Courtesy TADL)

41

Excerpt from
Sprague’s History of
Grand Traverse and
Leelanaw Counties, Michigan
(Courtesy Google Books)
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Gottfried Franke’s Death Certificate
(Courtesy Grand Traverse County Clerk)
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Gottfried Franke’s Marriage License for Second Wife
(Courtesy Grand Traverse County Clerk)
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