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1. Name
historic

St. Pa t rick' s Parish Comp l ex

and/or common

2. Location
street & number
city, town
state

Northfield Church -Rettd: and Whitmore Lak e Road~

1JlA not for publication

AIJ N A-r b D rJ

Northf i eld Tew nshi p
I-iichigan

$vicinity of

2nd

congressional district

county ~~a s ht enal:l

code 0 2 6

code 081

3. Classification
Ownership
_public
_K_ private
_
both
Public Acquisition
_ i n process
_
being considered
N/ A

Category

-~istrict
_
buildlng(s)
_
structure
_site
_object

Status

___.!._ occupied
_
unoccupied
_
work in progress
Accessible
_x_ yes: restricted
_
yes: unrestricted
_no

Present Use
_
agriculture
_
commercial
_educational
_
entertainment
_
government
industrial
_
_military

_museum
_park
_
private residence
Lreligious
_
scientific
_
transportation
_other:

4. Owner of Property
name

St . Patrick' s Cat holic Chur ch

street & number

56 71 Whitmore La ke Road

N/A vicinity of

Ann Arbor

city, town

state

48105

Mi chi gan

5. Location of Legal Description
courthouse, registry of deeds, etc.
street & number
city, town

Washtenaw County Register o f Deeds

Wash tenaw Coun t y Cour t hous e

Ann Arbor

state Michigan

6. Representation in Existing Surveys
title

~1ichigan

St a t e Su r ve y Data

has this property been determined elegible?

date

_ federal

depository for survey records
city, town

Lansing

-X- state _

yes
county

X no
local

Michigan History Division
state

Michigan

7. Description
Condition
__ excellent
_x_good
__ fair

__ deteriorated
__ ruins
__ unexposed

Check one
__ unaltered
_x__ altered

Check one
___!._ original site
__ moved
date _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance

The St. Patrick's Parish complex is located in a gently rolling field and
woodland setting in Northfield Township, a predominantly rural area several miles
to the north of Ann Arbor. The property consists of a church, rectory, and cemetery
sited on a five-and-one-half-acre tract straddling Whitmore Lake Road (old U.S.
Route 23), a two-lane, north-south highway, at its intersection with Northfield
Church Road, a narrow, east-west road.
St. Patrick's Church, the central element of the complex, faces south on
Northfield Church Road and is about forty-five by ninety feet in size. Resting
on a foundation of rough-hewn stone blocks, the church is a symmetrical-fronted,
Gothic structure of red brick, with a partly projecting , square-plan tower -crowned by a lofty, cross-tipped, octagonal spire that makes the church a landmark
for miles around in the nearly level countryside -~ and , at the north end, a hiproof, semi-octagonal apse. The handsome exterior relies heavily for its decorative
effect on simple but carefully wrought brick detailing, which, fashioned entir ely
of standard brick, includes a broad band of arcaded corbelling, surmounted by a
course of sawtoothed brickwork, at the eaves of the main body, tower, and gabled
front entrance; sculptura! l. !abe~ moldings over the Gothic windows; and buttresses
at the angles and between the side windows. The white-painted cornices, window
trim, and pinnacle gablets are all of wood and the smooth-faced water table,
window sills, and buttress copings are of yellow-buff sandstone.
The nave, approached through a vestibule in the tower base, is a large,
open room without any freestanding posts or other supports for the roof. Its
plaster ceiling, however, simulates that of a church having a nave and side
aisles, arching upward from each side wall i nward over the "aisle'' to the point
where supports would be located and then springing upward in a low Gothic arch
across the center of the building . The ceilings over the "aisles" are pierced
by arches above the side windows. The church's ceiling remains in its original
form despite a vis i t to the structure f rom a tornado in 1917 . The cyclone stripped
off the entire roof, but left more or less intact the roof's wooden truss system
and the ceiling, suspended from the trusses' bottom chords.
In the back of the room is a gallery, reached by a curving staircase in the
room's southwest corner, and fronted by a paneled , dark wood breastwork . The
f ront of the ga llery's centr al sect ion is pushed forward to provide room for the
organ. I; the southeast corner stands a stained-wood, paneled confessional decorated
with Gothic moldings and ornaments. The nave's wood floor has a central and two
side aisles and contains four tiers of Late Victorian, laminated-wood pews with
appliqu~ rosettes and other ornaments on their pew ends.
At the north end of the room is the chancel, located in a semi-octagonal
apse about half as wide as the nave. Its plaster ceiling consists of groin vaults
springing from plaster-cast, console supports (each display~ng a cherub-like head
surrounded by a swirl of leafy forms, acorns, etc.) at corn1ce level .
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The chancel floo~ is raised three steps above the level of the nave floor and
at its back, taised two steps higher, is the main altar. It and the two side
altars -- the one to the east of the chancel, situated against the north wall
of the nave, dedicated to St. Joseph; that in the corresponding location to the
chancel's west dedicated to St. Mary-- are Gothic in form, constructed of wood,
and have plaster figures. The main and two side altars are thought to have
originally had a dark wood finish, but were later painted white, and, probably
in the 1960s, entirely marbleized. In the mid~l970s they were repainted white,
and only··the panels left with the simulated-marble finish. These altars appear
to be part of the church's original fittings. The chancel also contains a freestanding altar, purchased from another church and installed in the mid-1970s; a simple,
white-painted, wooden lecturn; and a presidential chair.
Nearby to the northeast of the church and facing generally eastward on
Whitmore Lake Road is the rectory. Constructed in 1889-90 on the site of an
earlier frame rectory built in 1865 (which, in turn, occupied the site of the
original, log church of 1831), the rectory is a two-story, five-bay, centerentrance, brick structure with segmental-arch-head windows. Its present, colonial porch
and low, hip roof, with· .its .· broad· dormer and .exposed . rafter ends, were constructed
as repairs for severe damage caused by a tornado in 1917. A modern, cinder-block
garage stands behind the rectory.
The area of lawn to the south of the rectory and east of the church contains
a memorial to Father Louis P. Goldrick, pastor from 1889 to 1924. Facing toward
the Whitmore Lake Road/Northfield Church Road intersection, the monument,
constructed in the mid or late 1920s, consists of a white figure of Christ set
atop a rock-faced, stone pedestal.
The cemetery, under the ownership of St. Patrick's since 1831, is bounded
on the west by Whitmore Lake Road and on the east by the U.S. 23 expressway.
About three acres in size, it contains gravestones dating back to 1835. The
original section, toward the southwest (directly opposite the church), contains
primarily simple, late nineteenth and early twentieth-century monuments -- bearing
Irish surnames almost exclusively -- in a setting of mature, coniferous and deciduous
trees of various types on the brow of a low rise. Low, grassy areas connaining
few trees or monuments fringe it on the east and north. The plot was once
surrounded by a wrought-iron fence, but now has only a simple, metal gate, erected
in 1934.

8. Significance
Period
__ prehistoric
_140(}-1499
_150(}-1599
_160(}-1699
_170(}-1799
____!__ 180(}-1899
_190(}-

Specific dates

Areas of Significance-Check and justify below
__ archeology-prehistoric __ community planning
__ archeology-historic
__ conservation
agriculture
__ economics
__ architecture
__ education
__ art
__ engineering
__ commerce
__ exploration/settlement
__ communications
__ industry
__ invention

---x-

Established in 1831Builder/Architect

__
__
__
__
__
__
__

landscape architecture_lL religion
law
__ science
literature
__ sculpture
military
__ social/
music
humanitarian
philosophy
__ theater
politics/government
__ transportation
__ other (specify)

Unknown

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph)

Founded in 1831, St. Patrick's of Northfield is. significant as. the first
parish established in Michigan for English-speaking Catholics . Occupying the
original property purchased in 1831 to accomodate the statets first church
building for English-speaking Catholics , the present parish complex ~ .....
compr1s1ng St. Patrick's Church (1875-78), rectory (1889-90 and 1917) and cemetery
(opened by 1835) -- is significant by virtue of its associations with the early
history of the Catholic Church and of Irish immigration in southeastern Michigan
and an account of the architectural importance of the lofty-spired, red-brick,
Gothic-style St. Patrick's Church.
The Irish began to settle in Northfield around 1829. In 1830 Father Patrick
O'Kelly began to visit Northfield as part of a broad-ranging mission to the English-speaking
Catholics of southeastern Michigan.
The Rev. O'Kelly, the first priest in the
Detroit Diocese who spoke English rather than French as his primary language, was
a native of Kilkenny, Ireland, and had arrived in Detroit the previous year.
Under Father O'Kelly's ministrations the Catholics of Northfield and the surrounding
townships constructed the first church in 1831. A log structure, it stood on
the site of the present rectory. Because of the presence of the church, Northfield
and other nearby areas attracted large numbers of Irish in the 1830s, 40s, and 50s .
In 1837 , a frame church, named St. Bridget'~was constructed at the north edge
of the cemetery; in 1850 it was greatly enlarged. Because the growth of Northfield
did not keep pace with that of nearby Ann Arbor, however, in 1840 St. Bridget's was
made a mission of St. Thomas', Ann Arbor, and from then until 1864 was served by
priests from Ann Arbor.
In 1864 Northfield was again made a full parish and in 1874 the Rev. Judocus J.
Van Waterschoot became the pastor, Fresh from St. Joseph's parish in St. Joseph,
Berrien County, Michigan, where he had recently completed a large church, Father
Van Waterschoot began to agitate the subject of a new church January 17, 1875.
The following day parishioners. began to haul stone to the site. The cornerstone
was put into place May 31, 1877 , the exterior of the structure completed on
October 19, 1878, and th.e church dedicated October 20, 1878. Evidently the
furnishing and decorating of the interior was not completed until later.
There is no documentary evidence that the church was designed by a professional
architect. It seems quite possible that the design was formulated locally by Father
Van Waters.choot in consultation with his builders and others with architectural
and drafting skills, and that it was in considerable measure derived from churches
known to Father Van Waterschoot and the others who had a hand in the planning. There
is sufficient design similarity between St. Patrick's and Father Van Waterschoot's
St. Joseph church -- in not only the plan and general exterior composition, but also
in the details, such as the band of arcaded corbelling and the single course of
sawtooth brickwork of the eaves -- to at least suggest the possibility that St.
Patrick's was planned as a reduced version of the 114-by-45-foot St. Joseph's Church.

9. Major Bibliographical References
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Doll, Louis William. The History of St . Thomas Parish, Ann Arbor . Ann Arbor, 1941.
Reber , L. Benj . History of St. Joseph. St . Joseph Chamber of Commerce, St. Joseph, MI., [1924]
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List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries
state

N /A

state

code

county

code

code

county

code

11. Form Prepared By
name/title

Robert 0. Christens en , Historic J;>reservation Coordina tor
Michigan History Division

organization

J une 29 , 1981

date

street & number

208 N. Capitol Avenue

telephone

city or town

Lansing

state

517

373 ~0510

Michigan

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is:
_

national

L

state

_

local

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service.

title

date

GPO 938 835
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(Built in 1869-72, St. Joseph's Church may have been designed by the same Rufus Rose
of Niles and Chicago who planned the much larger but stylistically similar St.
Mary's Church of 1866-70 in Niles, Be~rien County, the largest and most ' complete,
nineteenth-century, Catholic church in Michigan west of Detroit and south of Grand
Rapids.) On the obher hand, the somewhat high and narrow and box-like form of the
body and tower of St. Patrick's is reminiscent of the brick churches of the German
Protestant sects that dot the Washtenaw County countryside. The exterior brickwork
-- such as the particularly bold and sculptural eaves corbelling (much more
prominent than in the St. Joseph church), and the simple but effective fashioning
of label moldings out of standard brick -- is similar to that seen in other
Washtenaw County churches, such as St. Joseph's Catholic Church (1872-75) in Dexter
and the Salem Evangelical Lutheran Church (1870) in Scio Township. Thus it appears
that someone familiar with the Washtenaw County churches and brickwork techniques
also had some impact on the design. Whatever the source of the design; however,
St. Patrick's is an important visual and architectural landmark among the churches
of Washtenaw County and southeastern Michigan.
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9.

10.

Item number

9 and 10

Thayer, Stuart. "Fact Sheet- St. Patrick's of Northfield Church." Washtenaw
County Historic District Commission, 1976. A copy at Michigan History Division.

Th. N 0 Deg. 47' 29" W 275.37 Ft., Th. S 8 Deg. 12' 19" E 276.89 Ft. to Place of
Beg., being part of W~ of SE~- Sec. 29, TlS-R6E (Northfield). This includes
the parcel containing the church and rectory and, across Whitmore Lake Road,
the parcel containing the cemetery.
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MICHIGAN 48 t 89

JAN 2 5 1982

January 22, 1982

. fAlC HiGAIJ iiiSTORY DIVISION

Dr. Martha M. Bigelow
Michigan History Division
Michigan Department of State
Lansing, Mi. 48918
Attn: Kathryn Eckert

Re:

Review Board Meeting 2-24-82
St. Patrick•s Complex,
Northfield Township

Dear Dr. Bigelow:
Your letter of January 19, 1982 was passed on to me by our clerk,
Judith Steele. As Treasurer and past chairman of the Northfield
Township Planning Commission, and a promoter and charter member of
Northfield Township•s Historical Society, I wish to wholeheartedly
support that St. Patrick•s Parish Complex at 5671 Whitmore Lake Rd.
be included on the National Register of Historic Places . Not only
is it most-worthy of preservation in American history and culture,
but its natural beauty can be enjoyed by local and passersby usin9
U.S. 23 (I-75 expressway).
I am also forwarding this information to th~ Northfield Township
Historical Society as I know they are very concerned in making this
site a permanent part of our historical culture .
I should note that your letter was addressed to a deceased person,
Neil Podewils, who died in 1977. Our present supervisor•s name is
Lawrence H. Braun. Your letter has also been forwarded on to him.

Sink

ly,

~~~

~

Treasurer
Northfield Township

bjb/cc:

Northfield Township Historical Society
~udith F. Steele, Clerk

ST. PATRICK'S CHURCH
5671 WHITMORE LAKE ROAD
• ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN 48105
OFFICE : 313-662-8141

February 18, 1982
Dr. Martha M. Bigelow
Michigan History Division
Michigan Deparbnent of State
Lansing, MI 48918

Attention:

FEB 1 9 1982

Kathryn Eckert

Dear Ms. Eckert:
We are deeply grateful for the opportunity to be
nominated for entrance into the National Historical
Registry and wholeheartedly support its approval.
Sincerely yours,
_,.

~~--(!) -·T~L.

Sister Patricia O'Too~e
Associate Pastor
'

l

~
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\00,;,;

MICHIGAN

DEPARTMENT
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S TAT E
LANSING

RICHARD H. AUSTIN

SECRETARY OF STATE

MICHIGAN

48918

MICHIGAN HISTORY DIVISION
ADMINISTRATION, PUBLICATIONS
RESEARCH, AND HISTORIC SITES
208 N. Capitol Avenue
STATE ARCHIVES
3405 N. Logan Street
STATE MUSEUM
208 N. Capitol Avenue

M.?.rch 5, 1982

Ms. Carol D. Shull, Acting Keeper
National Register of Historic Places
National Park Service
440 G Street, N.W.
Washington, D. C. 20243
Dear Ms. Shull:
Enclosed are National Register nomination materials for St. Patrick's
Parish Complex, Northfield Township, Michigan. I certify that the
intent-to-nominate notification requirements have been fulfilled.
This property is being submitted for listing in the National Register.
All waiver-of-right-to-object forms, notarized statements of objection,
and written comments concerning this property submitted to us during ·
the commenting period are enclosed.
Please direct all questions concerning this nomination to Robert 0.
Christensen, Regional Historic Preservation Coordinator (517/373-0510).
Sincerely, :,

771~ 1)')1. d~~
Martha M. Bigelmw, Director
Michigan History Division
and
State Historic Preservation Officer
MMB:ROC:mjr
enc.

MH-6!1 ~· -
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STATE MICHIGAN
Date Entered

APRIL 23, 1982
Location

Name

St. Patrick's Parish Complex

.

Ann Arbor
Washtenaw County

Notified
Honorable Donald W. Riegle, Jr.
Honorable Carl Levin
Honorable Carl D. Pursell

State Historic Preservation Officer
Dr. Martha Bigelow
Director
Michigan History Division
Department of State
Lansing, Michigan 48918

Midwest Regional Office, NPS

cc:

Mr. John P. Stone
Director, Budget Division
Michigan Department of State
State Treasury Building
Lansing, Michigan 48916

For further information, please call the National Register at (202) 272-3504

