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Nearly 1,000 years ago, generations 
before the arrival of  the French in the 

1600s, the Anishnaabek nation (a combina-
tion of  Odawa, Ojib-
way/Chippewa, and 
Potawatomi tribes) 
established villages 
along the Straits 
of  Mackinac. The 
Odawas came to oc-
cupy the promono-
tory now known 
as McGulpin Point 
after a hostile en-
counter with the 
established tribe, 
the Mus-co-desh. 
The Mus-co-desh, 
former allies of  the 
Odawas, angered Odawa chief  Sagemaw by 
failing to show proper respect upon his 
return from the western warpath. Accused of  
being too warlike, Sagemaw and his warriors 
were pelted with balls of  ash and leaves as 
they landed. Infuriated, Sagemaw returned to 
his village on Manitoulin Island, gathered 
a war party, and set out to vanquish the 
Mus-co-desh. After defeat, the Mus-co-desh 
left the area, and the Odawas gradually spread 
throughout Emmet County. 

Growing need for a lighthouse
The pre-Revolutionary War history of  the 

Point began with the arrival of  John McAlpin, 
who, with his Native American wife, lived on 
the land in the 1760s. Post-Revolution, the 
land was surveyed by the new United States 
of  America and was deeded - one of  the first 

recorded deeds in Michigan, 
and the first in Emmet 
County - to Patrick Mc-
Gulpin, son and heir of  
John McAlpin. 
The opening of  the Erie 

Canal in 1825 spurred 
growth in cities like Chi-
cago and Milwaukee, re-
sulting in growing vessel 
traffic through the Straits 
of  Mackinac. 
By the early 1850s, Mc-

Gulpin Point was seen as 
a crucial lighthouse site by 
the government. Though 

the Straits’ eastern and western entries were 
covered by the Bois Blanc and Waugoshance 
lights, there was no navigational aid in the 
shoal-ridden Straits. Congress appropriated 
funds for a lighthouse in 1854, construction 
began in 1868.
McGulpin Point Lighthouse was one of  five 

on Lake Michigan and Lake Superior that 
were almost mirror images. In a style referred 
to as Norman Gothic, the structure was built 
with Cream City brick, made from clay found 
near Milwaukee and favored by the United 
States Lighthouse Board, with buttressed 
corners and an octagonal tower.

From private hands to public parkland 
The light at McGulpin was in service until it 

was rendered obsolete by the construction of  
the Old Mackinac Point light and fog signal 
station in 1892. By 1906, the McGulpin light 
was decommissioned and sold into private 
ownership in 1913. It remained in private 
hands until Emmet County purchased the 
property in 2008 to enhance recreational 
opportunities for all. In 2009, a gala cel-
ebration drew approximately 1,200 for the 
relighting of  the beacon, an historically 
accurate replica. It marked a revival of  this 
storied landmark with untold significance to 
this region. 
We have the story to tell today thanks to 

the meticulous record keeping of  the lon-
gest serving lightkeeper at McGulpin Point, 
James Davenport. Davenport occupied the 
lighthouse 
during the 
navigation 
seasons of  
1879-1906. 
During 
the winter 
months, 
when the Straits were impassible by ships, he 
would return with his wife and children to their 
home in Mackinaw City so the children could 
attend school. Still, he made weekly trips to the 
lighthouse to write reports to the district inspec-
tor in Milwaukee on the condition of  the lake ice 
and the property. Today, Davenport’s voluminous 
correspondence resides in the National Archives 
in Washington, D.C. 
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