Sylvan Lake Community Center  Pewabic Pottery Connection

How the Tiles were removed.

Over the fireplace in our current community center is a Pewabic tile framed inscription.  It reads:” Warm the hand & cheer the heart”, which was installed in the fresh air camp building around 1910. (Now the community center)

When the voters agreed to build a new center the 58 tiles were removed and then stored.  The inscription made from tile pieces and most of the tiles were attached to a concrete form and installed as one piece with the eight end tiles individually installed. Hanna Nielson the historian from Pewabic Pottery Co. Detroit referred the craftsman; Lou Ribaudo removed the tiles. The entire removal was photographed. The tiles were removed in January and stored by the city for safe keeping until the new community center can be built. 

Lou has done restoration work for the Detroit Art Institute, the Detroit Main Library and many other Pewabic tile locations around the metro Detroit. These tiles are located in many historic buildings through Michigan and the country. Locally the installations can also be seen at the Cranbrook Institute, the Detroit Historical Museum, the Fisher building and the Whitney. 

Tile Authenticity

Hanna Nielson confirmed the authenticity of these tiles calling them rare, embossed, historic and unique. Hanna said that the tiles are Pewabic, possibly original. While some of the designs had not been seen before it is hard to verify that they are originals because some of the early molds were lost and many of the tile installations are in private homes.

Sylvan Lake Pewabic Connection 

The exact history of how the tiles came to be installed in our community center is a mystery.  Here’s what we do know.  During the early 1900’s Mary Chase Perry Stratton invented many glazes and original designs.  The early recipes for the glazes were not all recorded as well as the tile patterns.  One of the tiles has an iridescent glaze that she invented in 1909 using lead.  William Buck Stratton, a local architect, designed and built the Pewabic Pottery building for Mary, her factory, in 1907.  They eventually married in 1918.

The Free Press was bought by a group of investors in 1906. Merrill B. Mills originally loaned the property to the Free Press to use as a fresh air camp. The camp idea started out as a charity drive for the paper collecting money from the readers to send under privileged children to the country for a few weeks.  The drive was so successful that the camp became permanent.  Originally the camp used tents then a permanent facility was built by 1910. 

 Mary Chase Perry Stratton, William Buck Stratton,  Merrill B. Mills.  James  Scripp. Ed. D. Stair and many of the Free Press investors were all in the same social circle in Detroit. It is very possible that Mary Stratton was asked to donate the tiles by the Investors /Owners of the Free Press at this time. 

An added note: William Buck Stratton, designed the Sylvan Lake Inn that burned down in 1903 on the same site of the fresh air camp and our current community center location.

