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Description

The Pickle Barrel House is a one-time summer cottage constructed to look like pickle barrels. The building
is comprised of a larger, two-story and smaller, one-story, barrel-shaped structure connected by a short
passage. It stands at the northeast corner of the central four-corner intersection in the unincorporated village
of Grand Marais, a small summer resort town near the Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore along the Upper
Peninsula’s Lake Superior shore. The house stands close to the intersection and is sited on a southwest-to-
northeast axis, with its front door facing the intersection. It stands on an open lawn. Older wood-frame
commercial buildings and houses stand in the immediate vicinity and Grand Marais’ harbor is less than a
quarter mile to the east.

The Pickle Barrel House consists of two wooden stave barrel-shaped structures connected by a short passage
or connector. With a liquid capacity of approximately 21,000 gallons, the two-floored main barrel stands
sixteen feet in height. The structure is twelve feet in diameter at the top and bottom and sixteen feet in
diameter at the bilge or center height. The main barrel is constructed of two-inch thick white spruce staves
and the construction is proportioned to a standard pickle barrel of the time. The structure is held together by
six steel hoops. The main building is capped with a circular roof, coming to a peak in the center and
extending eighteen inches over the ends of the staves. The ceiling is made up of roof joists and forms an
umbrella effect over the interior of the room.

The first floor of the main building, originally used as the living room, is eight feet high and twelve feet in
diameter at the floor and sixteen feet in diameter at the ceiling. In addition to the main door, there is a back
door opposite it leading to the passage or connector to the rear building. A single window on each side,
measuring sixteen by twenty inches, is located midway between the front and back doors.

A spiral staircase leads from the first to the second floor. Conversely to the first floor, the second floor,
originally the sleeping quarters, is sixteen feet in diameter at floor level and twelve feet in diameter at the
ceiling. The second floor contains four two-over-two sixteen-by-twenty-inch windows.

In the rear of the main barrel is a passage or connector that, originally serving as a pantry, leads to the
second barrel. The connector is six feet long and six feet wide. The second barrel, originally used as the
kitchen, is eight feet in diameter at the bottom and top and nine feet in diameter at the bilge. It has a cone-
shaped roof similar to the roof of the main barrel. This single-story room has three two-over-two sixteen-
by-twenty-inch windows.



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018
(8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Section 7 Pickle Barrel House

Page 2
Alger County, MI

Changes Over Time

When the structure was constructed in 1926, it was located near the northern end of Grand Sable Lake,
which is located about four miles southeast from the village of Grand Marais. Surrounded by the lake,
woodlands, and sand dunes, the cottage was deemed an ideal retreat for the Donaheys, who by all accounts
enjoyed the area’s scenery and wildlife. The structure’s exterior was originally coated in oil, rather than
painted. The interior was originally furnished by the wife of the cottage’s cooper/builder, Harold Cunliff.
Included in her decorating design were tan rugs, lanterns made from Monarch Teenie Weenie pickle barrels,
Hudson Bay blankets, and tan curtains accented by blue and brown leaves. Figures resembling characters
from the Teenie Weenie comic strips cut out of wood were painted and attached to the structure as if to
create the appearance that they inhabited the house and its surroundings. Many tourists dubbed the area
“Teenie Weenie Land.”

After enduring ten summers of residing in the Pickle Barrel House, the Donaheys’ increasing frustration
with the hoards of unannounced visitors and sightseers caused them to give up the house as a cottage. They
had the structure moved to Grand Marais to the property of Roy C. Hill, who owned a store that sold
Monarch food products. Since approximately 1937 the structure has stood at the northeast corner of Lake
Avenue and Randolph Street in Grand Marais, serving as a tourist attraction and, until recently, a tourist
information booth operated by the Grand Marais Chamber of Commerce.

Since the structure was moved in the late 1930s, it has been layered with many coats of paint, both on the
interior and exterior, which is currently white. Most of the interior furnishings have been removed. The
exterior doors and windows have been replaced. Electric power has been added. The structure is now in a
deteriorated condition. Some of the staves have buckled at the bottom of the building, creating openings
that allow snow to enter. There is also evidence of rot at various locations. Despite this, the overall design
of the structure has been preserved, and the site still evokes a sense of what tourists have called “Teenie
Weenie Land.”
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Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the
criteria qualifying the property for National Register listing)

X A Property is associated with events that have made a significant
contribution to the broad patterns of our history.

B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in
our past.

X C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type,
period, or method of construction or represents the work of a master, or
possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and
distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction.

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important
in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.)

A owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes.
X B removed from its original location.

e a birthplace or a grave.

. .. D a cemetery.

____E a reconstructed building, object, or structure.

R a commemorative property.

= de @ less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the

past 50 years.
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__Architecture
__Entertainment/Recreation

Period of Significance __ 1926-53
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Significant Dates _ 1926
1937

Significant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above)
__N/A

Cultural Affiliation _ N/A

Architect/Builder _ Harold S. Cunliff

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one
or more continuation sheets.)

e g St a2 i

(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or
more continuation sheets.)

Previous documentation on file (NPS) None

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been
requested.

previously listed in the National Register

previously determined eligible by the National Register

designated a National Historic Landmark

recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey #

recorded by Historic American Engineering Record #

Primary Location of Additional Data
_X_ State Historic Preservation Office
__ Other state agency

Federal agency
Local government
University

____ Other

Name of repository:

Acreage of Property 2.98
UTM- References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet)

Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing
1 16 577660 5168900 3
2 4

See continuation sheet.




NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018
(8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Section 8 Pickle Barrel House

Page 3
Alger County, MI

Significance

The Pickle Barrel House was built at the north end of Grand Sable Lake in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula in
the summer of 1926. Chicago food products manufacturer and distributor Reid, Murdoch and Company
commissioned Harold S. Cunliff of the Pioneer Cooperage Company of Chicago and St. Louis to design and
build the house as a summer cottage for Chicago Tribune cartoonist William Donahey and his wife Mary
Dickerson Donahey. William Donahey’s cartoon strip the “Teenie Weenies” ran in the Tribune from 1914
until Donahey’s death in 1970 and was widely syndicated, and its popularity inspired Reid, Murdoch to
launch a line of “Teenie Weenie” brand food products, including pickles, for which Donahey was retained to
design labels, packages, and advertisements. The Pickle Barrel House was so popular as a tourist attraction
despite its isolated location four miles from Grand Marais that, after ten years of enduring summertime
hoards of visitors, the Donaheys gave it to a grocery store owner who sold Reid, Murdoch products. In
about 1937 it was relocated to Grand Marais, where it was operated as a tourist information booth until
recent times. The house is associated with the growing importance of tourism in the first half of the
twentieth century for one time logging and commercial fishing communities in the Upper Peninsula such as
Grand Marais. The Pickle Barrel House is also significant as an example of Pop architecture from the 1920s
designed to look like the product it advertised or sold — in this case, Reid, Murdoch’s Monarch Teenie
Weenie brand pickles, that, packed in miniature oak casks, were one of the company’s staples.

As early as 1658, the Grand Marais area was noted for its natural beauty. The French fur traders Pierre
Esprit Radisson and Sieur de Groseilliers were the first recorded Europeans to describe the area. In the
summer of 1658 Radisson wrote that the Grand Marais area was “most delightful and wondrous, for its
nature that made it so pleasant to the eye [and] the spirit” (quoted in Carter, p. 2). The nearby Pictured
Rocks and Grand Sable Dunes, located west of Grand Marais along the Lake Superior coast, would be
described in detail by virtually every explorer and traveler who coasted along the southern shore of the lake
from the French in the 1600s to the Americans in the 1800s. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, a scientist on the
1820 Cass expedition to Lake Superior, extensively noted the geology of the Grand Sable Dunes and
Pictured Rocks, and his collection of Native American lore about the locality inspired Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow to pen The Song of Hiawatha in 1855 (Karamanski, p. 5). Grand Marais was an ideal stop for
maritime travelers along the southern shores of Lake Superior due to the geological formations along the
lake. Maritime travelers embarking from the east (by far most travelers came from Sault Ste. Marie) often
stopped at Grand Marais to judge weather conditions before passing the Pictured Rocks’ area, where there
were few stretches of sandy beach.

Tourism in the area, despite all the favorable reports by explorers and travelers, paled in significance to the
fur-trading, lumber, shipping, and commercial fishing industries in the second half of the nineteenth century.
In 1861 Peter B. Barbeau opened a trading post in Grand Marais and competed with other traders for the
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Native American pelt business (Carter, pp. 10-12). Commercial fishermen were harvesting whitefish and
trout off the shores of Grand Marais by the 1870s. Commercial fishing, along with the lumber industry,
enabled the small town to prosper in the 1880s (Carter, pp. 13-16). By the 1890s railroad connections were
made to haul timber from surrounding areas to Grand Marais’ mills, where the finished product was loaded
onto schooners that often crowded the harbor. To accommodate and supply the increasing number of
settlers, Roy C. Hill opened one of the town’s leading general stores in 1895 (Carter, p. 47). In the early
twentieth century, however, the industries that relied on limited natural resources began to decline, and a
new watershed of activity emerged in the mid-1920s.

With the advent of the automobile and increased leisure time, tourists motored to the Upper Peninsula in
search of outdoor recreation beginning in the 1920s. In the mid-1920s local newspapers trumpeted the
burgeoning industry and even noted the great pains that were taken to cut a road to Grand Madrais that would
“not impair the scenic attraction of the drive” (Daily Mining Journal, Aug. 14, 1926). As historian James
Carter aptly put it, “the motoring tourist discovered Grand Marais in the mid-1920s” (Carter, p. 58). At
precisely this same time, Reid, Murdoch and Company in Chicago was finalizing plans to construct the
unique Pickle Barrel House for the Donaheys near Grand Marais.

While Reid, Murdoch intended the house in part as a friendly gesture to Donahey, who was creating
packaging, labeling, and advertising for Reid, Murdoch’s Monarch Teenie Weenie brand lines of food
products, their real motive in building the structure appears to have been advertising. Reid, Murdoch
heavily publicized the house, built for the creator of the widely popular “Teenie Weenies” cartoon strip after
which Reid, Murdoch’s Teenie Weenie product lines took their name, as an advertisement for those product
lines. The construction of the Pickle Barrel House was kept secret from Mary Dickerson Donahey. To
emphasize the element of surprise, local school children dressed up in Teenie Weenie costumes emerged
from the woods and issued a well-rehearsed welcome for the Donaheys (Daily Mining Journal, Aug. 20,
1926).

Creating a staved structure on the magnitude of the Pickle Barrel House had never been attempted by Cunliff
or any of the builders who took part in its construction. This undertaking required a high degree of
craftsmanship and ingenuity. S. P. Stevens, vice-president of Reid, Murdoch, came up with the idea for this
original structure after examining one of Donahey’s Teenie Weenie cartoon drawings of a pickle barrel
house. Reid, Murdoch was using Teenie Weenies as part of its branding for its Monarch line of food
products, and the company recognized the unique advertising possibilities of a real pickle barrel house. The
structure was designed and its assembly overseen by Cunliff. Two-inch thick white spruce staves, probably
harvested by the Pioneer Cooperage Company, were shipped to Grand Sable Lake near Grand Marais.
Expert workmen who constructed pickle barrels for Reid, Murdoch journeyed to Grand Marais to construct
the structure.
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The construction of the Pickle Barrel House was difficult and required a great deal of precision and expert
craftsmanship. Drawing in the staves at the top and bottom of the structure resulted in the cracking of two
staves, which were repaired. The front door had to be made wider at the top to allow for the structure’s mid-
height bilge. After windows were cut near the bilge of the main building, they were strengthened with bars
to support the openings. Cunliff, when the job was complete, reportedly “threw up his hands and vowed
‘never again’” (The Teenie Weenies, p. 8).

William Donahey, the creator of the “Teenie Weenies,” was born in 1883. For much of his youth he
described himself as a “lone wolf” who used his imagination to amuse himself. Donahey made characters
from household items such as screws and brought them to life in his imagination. He married Mary
Dickerson in 1905, and both shared a mutual interest in writing books and comics for children. Drawing
from his childhood, Donahey created the comic strip “Teenie Weenies.” The Teenie Weenies were peace-
loving, curious, and industrious miniature characters. In 1914 Joseph Medill Patterson of the Chicago
Tribune began running the “Teenie Weenies” in his newspaper, and they remained a feature of the
newspaper until Donahey’s death in 1970. Aside from producing one of the longest running cartoon strips
in American history, Donahey also published numerous “Teenie Weenie” books.

The Pickle Barrel House should have been an ideal setting for Donahey to pen his Teenie Weenie strips.
But while the surrounding wilderness gave him inspiration to create his comics, the reclusive Donahey
found it difficult to endure the hoards of tourists that visited what they called “Teenie Weenie Land.”
Donahey once explained: “I didn’t realize they [Reid, Murdoch] were giving it to me free and that there
would be so much publicity attached to it or I would never have accepted” (Chicago Tribune, June 4, 1964).
In another instance he proclaimed, “The Pickle Barrel House was magnificently built, but they had me on
the road maps ... every Sunday we had to pack a lunch and get out, because the people came there in
droves” (Detroit Free Press, March 26, 1967). Mary Dickerson Donahey expressed a similar sentiment
when she stated, “two hundred people arrived on the first day we were in, and they have been coming ever
since, from twenty to two hundred a day.... Folks have motored on purpose to see our unique abode all the
way from Marquette to Detroit” (The Teenie Weenies, p. 10). A post card view of the cottage postmarked
August 1933 shows it with a rustic birchwood fence in front and prominently displayed “PRIVATE” sign.
After ten summers at the Pickle Barrel House, the Donaheys gave the house to Grand Marais merchant, Roy
Hills, and it was moved to its current location next door to Hill’s Store (the store itself is no longer
standing). The Donaheys built a more conventional house on their property and were finally able to live in
peace.

In its “new” location the Pickle Barrel House has continued to serve as a tourist attraction down to the
present. The house was used as a tourist information center from the time it was moved into Grand Marais
until recently. It continues to make periodical appearances in guidebooks and newspapers as a unique
roadside attraction. In the summer months a steady stream of tourists continues to stop to read the
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interpretive sign out front, peer in the large window in the front door, and take photographs.

Architectural Significance

The Pickle Barrel House is a unique example of Pop architecture and of the American propensity to build
buildings that aim for novelty by looking like something non-architectural — such as (to use Michigan
examples) boats, windmills, milk bottles, wigwams, etc., or, in this case, pickle barrels. This propensity
dates back to the nineteenth century and before and continues today but, it seems, reached a high point of
expression across the nation in the heady years of the automobile age between the 1920s and the 1950s.
Many if not most of these were commercial buildings, and the unique designs seem to have been intended to
draw attention to them to promote business. Examples in Michigan include the Asselin Dairy in Norway
with its large white milk bottle (see Andrews, p. 139, and Heimann, pp. 120-21), a windmill gas station in
Holland, and The Wigwams (history as yet unknown; perhaps stood at the entrance to a cottage or cabin
complex) at Northport and the Wigwam or TeePee restaurant/bar near Adrian (see Andrews, pp. 40-41, and
Heimann, pp. 122-23). All of these have been demolished. Others were houses, such as the yacht-shaped
cottages at Onekama on Lake Michigan (Harris cottage/“The Fenmoor’) and at Pt. Lookout at Au Gres
(known as the S.S. Hurona) on Lake Huron, and the Pickle Barrel House. The Pickle Barrel House is unique
among these in that, although built as a house, it nevertheless was constructed for a promotional, advertising

purpose.

The Pickle Barrel House was by no means the only barrel-shaped building constructed in the 1920s-50s.
Andrews and Heimann illustrate the following other examples of barrel-shaped commercial buildings (both
also illustrate the Pickle Barrel House — see Andrews, pp. 114-15, and Heimann, p 131):

The Kegs, Grand Forks, North Dakota, built 1934 (Andrews, p. 110)

The Barrel Inn, Glendale, California, c. 1927 (Heimann, pp. 30-31)

Twin Barrels drive-in restaurant, Los Angeles, c. 1932 (Heimann, pp. 84-85)
The Cider Barrel, Germantown, Minnestota, ¢. 1939 (Heimann, pp. 130-131)
A & W Root Beer Stand, Richmond, Virginia, c. 1931 (Heimann, p. 131)

Judging from the photo and post card views reproduced in Andrews and Heimann, only the Pickle Barrel
House was actually constructed like a barrel. From sources such as Andrews and Heimann, it appears that
Southern California has been the national homeland of Pop architecture since the first proliferation of these
structures in the 1920s. Michiganders have built relatively few such buildings, and most are known today
only through photographs.
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organization date_ April 22, 2003

street & number 2219 West Giddings Street telephone 773/769-7631
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Boundary Description

SEC 5 T49N R13W 2.98 ACRES. PARCEL B. PART OF GL4 COM AT SW CR; THN 89 DEG 10’ E
2067 ALG S LINE OF SEC; TH N 0 DEG 50> W 1320’; TH N 89 DEG 10’ E 100’ TO POB OF THIS
DESC; TH N 89 DEG 10’ 100’; TH N 0 DEG 50’ W 1294.16° TO SHORE OF GRAND MARAIS BAY;
TH N 88 DEG 30’ W 100.08° ALONG SHORE; TH S 0 DEG 50’ E 1298.2’ TO POB.

Justification

Includes entire property currently associated with the building.
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Photographer: Robert O. Christensen
Date: July 2003
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2. View from northwest
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STATE OF MICHIGAN

JENNIFER GRANHOLM DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY, ARTS AND LIBRARIES DR. WILLIAM ANDERSON
GOVERNOR LANSING - e DIRECTOR,
August 6, 2003
ot 30

Edward T. Warren
241 Blossom Heath Boulevard
Saint Claire Shores, MI 48080-1370

Dear Mr. Warren:

We wish to inform you that the Pickel Barrel House, Northeast corner of Lake Avenue and Randolph Street, Grand
Marais, Burt Township, Alger County, Michigan, will be considered for nomination to the National Register of
Historic Places by the Michigan Historic Preservation Review Board at the meeting to be held on Friday, September
5,2003, at 10 a.m., in the Lake Ontario Room, Michigan Library and Historical Center, 702 West Kalamazoo Street,
Lansing. The National Register of Historic Places is the federal government’s official list of properties deemed
worthy of preservation because of their importance in American history and culture. Listing in the National Register
provides recognition and assists in preserving our national heritage.

Listing in the National Register provides the following benefits to historic properties:

e Recognition that a property is significant to the nation, the state, or the community.
e Consideration in the planning for federal or federally assisted projects. v
e Eligibility for federal tax incentives and other preservation assistance.

Listing in the National Register does not interfere with a private property owner’s rights to alter, manage, or dispose
of property. Listing does not mean that limitations will be placed on the properties by the federal or state
government. Public visitation rights are not required of owners. Neither the federal nor state government will attach
restrictive covenants to the properties or seek to acquire them. Attached please find a notice that explains in greater
detail the results of listing in the National Register.

You are invited to attend the review board meeting at which the nomination will be considered, or to comment in
writing concerning this National Register nomination. All written correspondence should be mailed in time to be
received prior to the date of the review board meeting.

»

Any comments and questions you may have concerning this nomination and the Nationa} Register program may be
directed to Robert Christensen, National Register coordinator, by phone at 517/335-2719, by e-mail at

christensengp@michigan.gov, or by mail at the above address. %
Smcerely ours, '\ ?/ Zj‘/ vy /ém/ W{%

[Lm

Brian D. Conway
State Historic Preservatio

Enclosure

STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE, MICHIGAN HISTORICAL CENTER L
702 WEST KALAMAZOO STREET e P.O. BOX 30740 » LANSING, MICHIGAN 48909-8240
(517) 373-1630
www.michigan.gov/hal
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JENNIFER GRANHOLM DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY, ARTS AND LIBRARIES DR. WILLIAM ANDERSON
GOVERNOR LANSING DIRECTOR

N

December 12, 2003

Ms. Carol D. Shull, Keeper
National Register of Historic Places
National Park Service

1201 Eye Street, NW, 8™ Floor
Washington, DC 20005

Dear Ms. Shull:

Enclosed are National Register nomination materials for Pickle Barrel House in Alger County,
Michigan. This property is being submitted for listing in the National Register. All written
comments concerning this nomination submitted to us prior to the submission of the nomination
to you are enclosed.

Questions concerning this nomination should be addressed to Robert O. Christensen, National
Register coordinator, by phone at 517/335-2719 or by e-mail at Christensenro@michigan.gov.

Sincerely yours,

; /
/

Brian D. Conway
State Historic Preservatign Officer

BDC:roc

STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE, MICHIGAN HISTORICAL CENTER
702 WEST KALAMAZOO STREET ¢ P.O. BOX 30740 ® LANSING, MICHIGAN 48909-8240
(517) 373-1630
www.michigan.gov/hal



