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Giles Bryan Slocum 1808-1884 

Several local citizens were also topics of articles that appeared in the White Lake 
Reminiscences. Here is the first of two such articles. Unfortunately, the author is unknown. 

The village of Whitehall owes its creation and considerable of its early development to the 
energy and foresight of Giles Bryan Slocum, an old pioneer of Michigan. He was born in 
Saratoga County, New York, July 11th, 1808, and came of a family noted for its American 
lineage and the prominent part taken from time to time in promoting and establishing the 
American Independence. His boyhood years were passed on a farm about two miles from 
the scene of Burgoyne’s surrender and during his early manhood he taught school in the 
neighborhood of Saratoga and Lockport, New York. He spent the summer of 1830 farming 
in Northern New York and the AuSable River, and in 1831 he made his first visit West 
landing in Detroit, Michigan. After prospecting extensively in the interior he settled for the 
Winter and assisted in laying out the town of Vistula, now Toledo, Ohio. He owned the first 
store there and was engaged in getting out timber for the first dock at the place.  



The Winters of 1833 and 1834 he spent in the store business at the head of Swan Creek 
Bay, now Newport, Monroe County, Michigan, where he established a store and succeeded 
in getting the small steamers, “Jack Downing,” “Jackson,” and “General Brady” to run up 
Swan Creek from Lake Erie to his place. Later on he built docks at Detroit, Windsor, 
Springwell, Trenton, Sandwich, Gibralter and Grosse Isles and established the first store 
and dock at Truaxton, now Trenton.  

In the Spring of 1834 among other pioneer experiences he paddled a canoe from Jackson 
down Grand River to Grand Rapids. He was a hardy youth and made the trip without an 
overcoat, his only weapon being a fish spear. He passed many canoe loads of Indiana along 
the way and camped for a while on a beautiful spot – then a wilderness – but now where the 
City of  Lansing stands. He also stopped at Rix Robinson’s, an Indian trading fort on Grand 
River near Grand Rapids. After reaching Grand Rapids he made a trip further North and 
went through what was then a dense wilderness, but is now known as Kent, Muskegon and 
Ottawa Counties, thereby getting a fair idea of the nature of the country in that part of the 
State. 

It was about 1847 when by a contract made with the State of Michigan and County of 
Wayne, to build two bridges across the River Rouge and one across the Ecorse River, for the 
payment of which he was to receive State Lands, that he selected and became the 
possessor of several large tracts of lands in Muskegon County and this was really the 
opening of his interests in Western Michigan. 

From that period much of this time was spent there and he continued to enlarge and 
extend his possessions. In exploring around he came upon the beautiful country on and 
along White River and White Lake, which at once attracted his attention and he 
subsequently purchased large tracts of land in that vicinity and in 1859, with Mr. Charles 
Mears, of Chicago, who likewise had made extensive purchases in the same locality, laid 
out and platted the present village of Whitehall. He afterwards platted and laid out several 
additions to the village, furnished means to build homes, saw mills, etc., opened and 
extended streets, many of which bear names that were dear to him and he donated to the 
public a block on Colby Street which is known as Slocum Park.  

He was also instrumental in having the new and present channel constructed connecting 
White Lake with Lake Michigan, and encouraged such industries and pursuits as might tend 
to improve and benefit the place, one of the most important of which was the Eagle 
Tannery.  

He made frequent trips to Whitehall, and spend much time there and always manifested 
the greatest interest in both the place and the people. While there he usually stopped with 



the family of Hon. C. C. Thompson, where he was accorded a warm welcome and made to 
feel very much at home, a kindness he never forgot. 

 


