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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OHIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Zeba Indian United Methodist Church is a rectangular, gable fronted church of 
basilican plan in a vernacular interpretation of the unadorned, Gothic Style. A square 
tower, set to one side of double colored glass windows in the facade, provides an 
entrance foyer and supports the belfry. Symmetically arranged memorial windows light 
the building from both sides. A rear facade rosette window and front gable peak window 
complete the fenestration. A triangle of colored glass creates a pediment effect over 
double front doors. 

As well as colored glass, the church's decoration consists of lancet shaped 
O?ening$ .. in .. tbe. b!i!]fry, _. arr()ng~d tnr~e t9 .. a .. side, . ~nd .. a wrought..iron.J?Jnn.a.Gle, on the 
polygonaLsteeple ~ , F.,i.nally, tbe or.iginal ex;ter~.or . sid:iljlg pf. .varied-s·baoed shingles 
a.rranged in linear .. patterns-, adds a te},<tural effect to the otherwise plain, mono-
chromatic design. 

While its picturesque elements are few, the Zeba Church is a good example of 
Victorian Gothic church architecture, as found in the rugged lumbering and mining areas 
of Michigan's Upper Peninsula. Built in 1888, it translates the Victorian Style into 
an uncomplicated, functional format appropriate to a backwoods mission. 

An earlier mission preceeded the Zeba Church at Keweenaw Bay, just north of the 
village of L'Anse: in 1832, an initial church of log and birch bark construction stood 
on the site. During the next decade, the mission expanded to include log Indian houses, 
a schoolhouse, and a blacksmith/carpenter shop. In 1848, a new church was built to 
serve a growing congregation of Chippewa Indians and white pioneers. Membership 
peaked in the m'Ld -. 18DDs., ... but . after the .xai.Jroad arrived in 1870 and L'Anse blossomed 
into a thriving lumber center, the small communities surrounding it, including Kewawenon, 
decl .ined. r Du:ring .tbis period, iL.'Ans.e Metho.dist Church superceded, Kewawenon in 
attendance and soon became the parish seat. Eventually the mission and the name 
Kewawenon,, were abandoned. , . . . , 

In .l888, a new church was constructed at Zeba, a few mi~~s further inland from 
the Bay. It still stands, along with a parsonage to the west, which has been 
substantially altered. The church itself is in near-original condition on the 
exterior. Volunteer workers re-roofed the building in the 1960s and painted it in 
1978. Alterations include the addition of a portable education unit on the east side 
and interior paneling and rewiring, all accomplished in the early 1970s. 

In addition to the church and one half acre lot on Marksman Road, Zeba Methodist 
Church owns a 10 acre camp meeting site, three miles east of the Church. Until the 
1800s, native Methodist camp meetings took place at nearby Pequaming Point in a 
shelter provided by the Hebards, who owned the sur·rounding timber land and a thriving 
lumber business on the point. At the turn of the century, the meetings dwindled to 
nothing. In 1924, a donation of 10 acres at Zeba sparked new interest and the Indians 
built a rustic shelter of pole construction called the 11 Tabernacle in the Woodsn. This 
structure collapsed in the 1960s but was reconstructed in 1971 according to original 
plans, as recalled by Charlie Marksman, grandson of a Chippewa medicine man and native 
pastor, who held services in 1839. As of 1979, this simple tabernacle sheltered tradi­
tional Native American services and provided an interesting contrast to the Victorian 
Church and contemporary Indian houses nearby . 
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The Ket-mwenon Mission Site ~ marked-. today by the :leba Methodist· Church bu.ilt in 
1888, was the -birthplace of Indian Methodism in the We~tern Upper Peninsula. The 
original 1832 log mission house was one of the earliest in .· the area, predatihg Bishop 
Baraga's Catholic Mission at Assinins by a decade. Kewawenon Bay was also an early 
site of exploration. French missionaries and fur traders visited the area beginning 
in the late seventeenth century. Until the railroad, shipping and lumbering concerns 
discovered the Keweenaw Bay area around 1870, it Has dominated by Indians and these 
transient explorers. The only permanent white settlement in the L'Anse-Baraga area 
prior to 1871 was at Kewawenon. 

Methodism took unusually strong root at Kewawenon. John Sunday, a Chippewa pastor, 
and Reverand John Clark found an initially unfriendly audience of 250 Indians when 
they arrived in 1832, but by 1837 Reverand John Chandler assumed a post well established 
in terms of active membership and permanent structures. Under John Pitezel, who 
served from 1844 to 1847, the membership swelled to 58 Chippewa members and four white 
members, and a new church was added to the complex the. followiQ~_ year. 

By 1870, the mission boa d 118 members. · However,-within two pecades the member­
ship dropped drastically and Kewawenon became a subsidiaryof the L'Anse parish. 
Although a third church was raised at nearby Zeba in 1888, enthusiasm for Native 
Methodism did not rekindle until the 1920s, after the boom development in L'Anse had 
followed its course. With periodic lapses of interest, (in the 1960s, for instance, 
when the camp site tabernacle collapsed) the Mission continued to weather changes in 
the fabric of its society and that of surrounding areas. A major revival occurred in 
1924 with the donation of a new camp meeting site. Another revival occurren in the 
early 1970s, when Methodist Indians and local volunteers repaired the church and rebuilt 
the tabernacle. A surge of general rehabilitation in the Zeba community reinforced the 
Mission's campaign and by 1979 a strong membership of 50 once again attended traditional 
and contemporary services. Thus, the Kewawenon Mission was equally significant as an 
early site of exploration and as a persistent, church-directed Native American community. 

The pattern of construction at Kewawenon and Zeba over a period of 150 years is 
significant, not only as evidence of a lasting mission (rare among semi-nomadic tribes) 
but also as a reflection of the acculturation process. Frequently, white European 
strategies to convert Indians focused on assimilation, as much as education or salvation 
of the spiri.t. Mission complexes symbolized an attempt to convert nomadic, independent 
people to agrarian house-dwellers. In this respect, church and school buildings became 
focal points in the attempt to establish permanent communities and promote European 
culture. Even Pitezel , one of the more liberal pastors who served at Kewawenon, 
praised the Mission because it successfully taught the Indians to live in hou~sand bake 
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bread. 1 A basic conflict between cultures always underlay the establishment of 
missions; the Kewawenon-Zeba Mission was one of relatively few that survived periods 
of change and disinterest. Whereas frequently the tribes moved west and mission 
buildings fell into disrepair, at Zeba a typically Victorian ~urch remains, surrounded 
by contemporary Indian housing and bordered by a forested camp site complete with log 
11 Tabernacle in the Woods 11

• Together, these represent the successful incorporation of 
Methodism into both traditional and contemporary Native American ways of life. 

1John H. Pitezel, The Lights and Shades of Missionary Life, published 1883. 
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