Allen Michigan Antique Capital of Michigan

Traveling by sledge along a frozen trail that ran west from Wayne County, Captain Moses Allen, a veteran of the War of 1812, and his family made their way to a spot of prime land that he had spotted a year or so earlier when surveying the Old Sioux Trail, so called because Native Americans made their way back and forth between Chicago and Detroit along this route. By the time Allen started his settlement in what came to be known as Allen, Michigan, the trail had been renamed the Chicago Road. It was a bucolic place and the Native Americans, included Chief Baw Beese, welcomed the family, helping them however he could and becoming such friends with Captain and Mrs. Allen that they shared a peace pipe together.   

Times change and the Chicago Road has been renamed again.  Now known as U.S. 12, it is a heritage trail and the small towns and large cities along its routes are a way to reconnect with history. But the town of Allen, just east of Coldwater, connects to history in another way as well.  Allen, because of its location at the intersection of M-49 and U.S. 12, has a plethora of antique shops and malls, enough that it is known as the Antique Capitol of Michigan. 

“It’s estimated that if you stopped in each of the booths in every antique mall and every store in Allen for just one minute a piece, it would still take you two and a half days to see them all,” says Debra Yee, Executive Director of the Branch County Tourism Bureau. 

But, Yee points out, that estimate was made before the addition of a new antique mall. No matter, you get the point. Allen is an antique shopper’s paradise and for visitors, the big question is where to start shopping?

A good place to begin is in the charming downtown of Allen – several blocks of Victorian era brick buildings with Palladium style windows and brightly decorated store fronts. Here is the Michiana Books and Antiques which may be the only U-Buy bookstore around.  With wide doors that open on to the street even during the worst weather, 102,000 books are available on honor system. “Serve Yourself 35 cents” the sign reads.

The Allen Antique Barn, is a large red building whose front porch, filled with numerous collectibles such as lanterns, lamps, old wood ironing boards, sleds, paintings and iron bed stands, reflect what is available inside.  Like all the malls I visited in Allen, it is clean and neat, the items well organized and the collections eclectic.  There were stalls with old Nancy Drew books, great finds for furniture, glassware and jewelry. A favorite –though alas no place to hang it –- was a chandelier whose metal arms were shaped like flower stalks opening into brightly colored petals.   

Just down the road is the Hog Creek Craft & Antique Mall, another huge rambling place. Half of this 23,000 square foot mall is dedicated to crafts – with a wide range of items from bird houses, dresses for geese (the wooden ones of course), maple syrup collected by the Rotarians from nearby Union City, quilts and all sorts of handcrafted wood items.  The booths of the other half were filled with furniture, glassware, clothing and all sorts of memorabilia.  At the front counter, baskets brimmed with 50 cent pieces of jewelry and I found several great pairs of earrings to take home.

Other places to browse include the 26,000 square foot Capital Antiques whose offerings include embroidered linens, vintage photographs and pottery, Allen Antique Mall with the attractive Outpost Grill next door, a great country style place filled with wood accents, warm colors and offering burgers, wraps,  salads and, uniquely, fried ice cream.

A must stop is Preston’s Antique Gaslight Village, a collection of more than 20 buildings dating between 1835 and 1925, all of which were at one time within a 50 mile radius of Allen and that have been moved to this spot, restored and are now grouped in a landscaped village, many of them housing antiques pertaining to their origins. There’s an old motor lodge (circa 1923) once known as the Green Top, a Methodist Church, circa 1890 available for family reunions, weddings and other events, a candy and millinery shop circa 1900s, another church, the Wheatland Center Wesleyan Church, from the early 1840s that was built by the Reverend Orin Doolittle who was an abolitionist (there were many stops on the Underground Railroad in this area), several schools, an Art Deco gazebo, an 1860s farm house, a mid 1880s doctor’s office and even a Sears Roebuck catalogue house from 1902.

Load up on country goodies at Sugar Bush Farms, also on U.S. 12 on the west side of Allen.  The farm store sells homemade fudge, brown eggs, Amish noodles (there’s a large Amish population in the outlying areas), butters and baked goods.

Though it’s not open in the winter, the family owned Historic Marble Springs Park Campground appears to be the epitome of an old fashioned road side attraction.  Named after the numerous springs and ponds located on the property, it’s interesting to note that the crystal clear waters never freeze and the water is so clear that the bottom of the ponds can be seen even at depths of ten feet. In the summer, there are lots of family activities including swimming in the large pond (more like a small lake), golfing, horse shoes, fire rings, a swimming pool and much more.

For those who want to make a weekend of it, the HideOut Bed & Breakfast, located on Craig Lake, just north of nearby Coldwater is a charming house with its own private lake front access for boaters. Like many of the numerous lakes around Coldwater,  Craig Lake is connected by a chain  of channels so that boaters can journey from one to another, stopping at several of the restaurants that line the shores. Owner Lee Pierucki owns a pontoon boat and takes guests out for sunset rides. Paddleboats are available at all times and the lake is great for kayaking and fishing too plus there’s a small beach just yards away for guests to use.  
But don’t forget about Captain Allen. Both his log cabin home, now a small historic museum and a plaque in his honor, are located on the west end of town.

How to Get There: Take U.S. 12 east from Niles to Allen.

For More Information: Contact the Branch County tourism office at 517-278-0241 or visit www.discover-michigan.com
You’ll Like: Bill’s Steakhouse with its Western motif such as the antler chandeliers, antique photos of Native Americans and the cactus on the stained glass windows above the bar, this old style road house has been know for great steaks for over 40 years. One reason may be that, unlike many restaurants, they cut their own meat.  Menu items range from a large selection of steaks, prime rib, perch, walleye and much more. Don’t pass on the homemade blue cheese dressing, it’s divine. 670 E. Chicago Road
517-369-1353 

Kids Will Like: The largest Minnetonka Moccasin place east of the Mississippi. An overwhelming selection of moccasins made from all sorts of hide including the ultra soft moose hide.  Also, a wide array of Western wear and Western art, books, music and  artifacts and so much more.  Sauk Trail Trading Post. 445 E. Chicago Road, Coldwater, 517-278-5100.  www.moccshop.com
And Don’t Miss: AJ’s Bison in nearby Bronson. Owner Jan – became so entranced with buffalo on a visit to Yellowstone that she decided to start raising them.  She now has a herd of 76, which can be seen from the road (but remember they’re not friendly) ranging from young calves to big monsters who weigh several tons. In her attractive gift shop next door to her home, she sells all sorts of buffalo items including clothing woven from buffalo fur, buffalo skulls with horns attached, buffalo meat (“it’s a lot lower in calories and cholesterol than beef and it isn’t gamy at all,” she says), purses made from tanned buffalo hides and Native American artifacts too.  456 W. Hatmaker Road. 517-369-9037.

