May 14, 2006

13:30 p.m.

Hi Doug:  

I enjoyed our phone conversation earlier this evening but thought of a few things that might interest you beyond what we discussed:  

I spent just over a week last summer in Alliance, Ohio.  Then, three days in Union Town, Pennsylvania.  I was on my way to a convention in Pittsburgh and decided to kill a couple of family birds with that convention stone.  

I went on the Internet (SBC Smart Pages) and looked up the Hilles name for the Alliance area.  I got four hits and sent a note and a plat done by Grandpa’s uncle Howard to each.  One responded.  A second was his father who was deceased.  Another was his brother, and the fourth was a cousin of his.  

Patrick Hilles and his wife invited me to their home for a visit.  And, Patrick and I took his pickup and checked out some of the more difficult places to get to on the plat.  He is a descendent of William Hilles who was Enos brother.  We figure that would make us fifth cousins of Patrick.  Patrick is a retired teacher of commercial art at the high school level.  He and his wife are in their fifties and live in her ancestral home which is right in the middle of Hilles country.  Indeed, my recollection is that there was another Hilles connection within her family.   

They live in a beautiful old house (about the size of the house at Bourbon) that is kitty corner from what used to be the “school” on Great Great Uncle Howard’s plat.  

They are, perhaps, a hundred yards down the road from where the Fairmount Friends Meeting House was.  The “Meeting” was comprised of two extended families—the Hilleses and the Harrises—with a few nuclear families mixed in.  Eventually, they changed the name of the “Meeting” to the Fairmount Progressive Friends Meeting.  I have not been able to find the reference again (but, I haven’t finished rereading the entire of Gramp’s addition to his uncle’s history), but my recollection is that Grandfather said the people in Alliance referred to it as “Hell on the Hill.”  

I had gone in search of Hell on the Hill, and I found it:  The building is gone, but it is outlined by the cemetery.  Our Harris ancestors are buried there.  I didn’t figure out where Robert and Jane Hilles were buried until the end of my visit.  They are buried in a Quaker cemetery a few miles outside Salem, Ohio where they lived when they first married.  I passed through Salem going and coming, but on weekend days so that I did not get a chance to find their graves.  I did, however, find the farm locations and graves of everyone else on the plat.  

Patrick had a township map from a later period that showed where the family farms were at that point.  By putting the two together we managed to get a reasonable picture of where all of the family farms were.  And, we were able to get a picture of how the family fit into the community.  

I had the family history written by Great Great Uncle Howard and Grandpa’s extension of that history.  Patrick had a copy of a letter written by Great Great Uncle Howard to his fifteen year old grandson in Schenectady, New York.  It was great!  In the letter he described his own childhood at Fairmount.  

I do not know if you knew it or not, but Mother and Dad lived in Schenectady when Dad first got his degree.  He went there to study at the General Electric Experimental Lab under Karl Steinmetz.  Steinmetz died just before Dad got there, but the experience is what I think qualified him for his work in major installations.  Dad told me about Mother’s and his experiences with the family at Schenectady.  They were amusing.  

The story included a vignette of the old man who was supposed to be the son of Grant’s “cousin.”  One of the things I discovered while in Alliance is that we are not related to U. S. Grant.  [There is a very complete compilation of U. S. Grant’s family tree that does not include our “his cousin.”]  One of the local historians said that he thinks the guy who promoted Alliance as the “Carnation City” also promoted one of our family connections as a “cousin of Grant” as a civic promotional stunt.  I love it!           

I do not intend to be selfish:  What I want to do is to take the histories and photographs I took, and scan them so that they can be e-mailed.  Then, I want to send copies to everyone in the family.  I am suggesting that Carolyn might be the perfect person to update the history to our generation.  I would be atrocious:  I would be inclined to put in all of the things that might best be forgotten.  

A BIT OF HELP TO BARBARA AND YOU:  

I am a member of Transportation Riders United.  That is the pro-rapid transit group here in Detroit.  For the most part they are white suburbanites who come into the city in order to tell Detroiters what Detroiters need.  To be a bit blunt:  They want to tell Detroit what it does, and especially doesn’t, need.  

SEMCOG did an excellent visioning process, of which I attended every session, and came up with a cost efficient plan that would cover the entire metropolitan area for approximately 2Billion dollars.  It consists of what is known as Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) lines that would extend out to 26 Mile Road and would include lines on most major streets in a grid that would cover the city quite well as far as north/south routes are concerned with crosstown routes on Eight Mile, Thirteen Mile, and Twenty Six Mile Roads.          
BRT involves dedicated lanes; enclosed, heated stations at mile or so intervals, with  machines to dispense tokens; over-ride mechanisms to change the traffic lights ahead of the BRT; and the ability to have people walk on (and wheel chairs to glide on) to the BRT busses.  I asked one of the engineers what the difference in time was between the Detroit River and Pontiac for a BRT as opposed to a Light Rail.  He said, “About six minutes!”  

You can build two Light Rail lines for the same 2Billion dollars that you can cover the entire metropolitan region with BRT.  At that rate:  In order to do the entire BRT (i.e. It is called “SpeedLink”!) grid with light rail it would cost approximately Twenty Billion Dollars.  Ain’t no fool on earth stupid enough to spend $20Billion on Detroit!  

I would suspect that you would be quite aware that the real reason that most of the folk at TRU are pushing for light rail is that it reduces the amount of money for BRT.  And, that reduces the number of [Doug, Don’t even bother to excuse the expression!] “Niggers” that can make it to the suburbs.  

My purpose is to build the economy of Detroit!  Certainly!  But, also to make sure that the kids sitting on the porches across my street have the possibility of reaching jobs!  The jobs are in those suburbs these days!  

So! I’m busy trying to arrange a trip to Boston for members of TRU and some local politicians.  Boston has a glorious mix of rapid transit.  They have subways, commuter trains, light rail, BRT, and even ERT (Electric Rapid Transit—shades of the old Street Cars) that can serve as a model of both sensible transportation and use of rapid transit to promote economic development.) that serve as a mix of transportation systems that can make a city vital.  

I called Sharon McPhail:  She is from Boston.  Her Mother-In-Law was a good friend of mine.  Same parish!  She sat in the pew in front of me.  Her son, David, would bring her to church.  He and I would kibitz every so often.  His mother’s opinion of her son’s and Sharon’s marriage:  “Two super egos!”  I loved her just as I loved your mother.  Sometimes, ladies can be fun.  Besides, she made me a great Mince Meat Pie every Christmas.  With lotsa booze!  

Sharon gave me a lead or two.  Eventually, I would love to have it set up so that Barb and you could visit here, and I could return the visit without the bother of cars.  I live a couple of blocks from a logical stop for whichever sort of line they put in.  And, I still hope to keep them honest enough so that a fair number of African Americans are able to reach jobs.  Personally, I think the fears of blacks reaching the suburbs amounts to no more than “little old ladies” (or, their male counterparts) half hoping that enough will make it through to satisfy their suppressed fantasies.  

In closing, I might do well to give you a bit of a description of my home:  I paid Thirty for it.  But, the man I bought it from paid Fifteen Five in ’85.  And, he put Seventeen Nine into it before I moved in.  The only reason he was willing to sell it to me was that I had a year and a half to go on the lease, and he had just won a law suit against the city [He had been an Assistant Curator at the Detroit Institute of Arts, and expected to be able to get his job back.  He needed to move back into the city from his wife’s home in Ann Arbor in order to keep that job.  So, he needed to sell the house to me and buy a new home.]  He just didn’t know how badly the DIA wanted to get rid of him.  Just after he sold me the house they gave him Forty Thousand Dollars to just go away and not bother them any more.  

At Thirty Thousand I managed to get the advantage of all of the repairs he made ( I would have had to do them anyway.) so that my actual price amounted to a bit below Fifteen Thousand.  It is worth over Sixty Thousand now.  Not bad!  

It is called by some, a late Victorian.  But, it doesn’t look anything like what folk think of when the say “Victorian.”  Grandpa and Grandmother lived in what might be called a “rural Victorian.”  Mine is also called an “Edwardian.”  It is rather small at 1,700 square feet.  It is red brick with nice woodwork and a bit of leaded glass in the bay windows and in the East window on the staircase.  It was built in 1903 which would have been Edward VII’s reign.  Sounds snooty!  Actually, it is just a nice comfortable house that I can clean in a day.  Between the house and the yard, it is a pleasure.  

Doug, I enjoy you!  You are not anywhere near a snob!  I would bet much money that that is because you and Diana are your parents children.  Your mother and dad were plain folk!  Absolutely no pretense!  I admired your father as a basically Conservative man who was honest enough to be fair.  I wish that such character existed in the Republican party today.  Frankly, the Republicans have allowed themselves to be snookered by the Shrub and his cohorts.  

The NeoConservatives (as well as the NeoLiberals) have been dishonorable enough to defame not just our nation, but their ethnic heritage and their own families.  

John 

