
Why is it called Bills Lake?
•	 John A. Brooks cut and floated the first logs down the Big Muskegon River to 

Muskegon Lake in 1839. His pine cutting operation took place about 10 miles 
up the river from Crere Waoton (Hardy Dam?) He became a state legislator who 
secured money for a dam to power a saw mill. Hence, we have Brooks Lake. 

•	 Martin	Ryerson	was a poor Dutch kid from New Jersey who worked his way to 
Michigan through the unbroken wilderness between the Grand and Muskegon 
rivers. By age 27, he had acquired his first sawmill and was on his way to become 
the first millionaire lumber baron in the Muskegon River Valley. Hence, we have 
Ryerson	Lake.	

•	 Henry Penoyer reached the banks of the Muskegon River in 1836, the same year 
as Ryerson. He, his brother Augustus, and business partner Jack McBride settled 
35 miles upstream of Muskegon. They opened the first Muskegon River sawmill at 
the mouth of what is now known as Penoyer Creek. 

•  In 1866, a shingle mill was built by George Hess in Brooks Township. As with 
many of them, it burned in 1869. Nevertheless the body of water where it was 
situated is Hess Lake.

• In 1887. Henry	Pettit	of Ensley was working for Ryerson, Hills, and Co., the group 
that started cutting the last pine forest in Bridgeton. He is also listed in the 1870 
census along with Isaac Pettit. He had substantial farmland near Bills Lake but just 
to	the	north,	our	neighbor	is	Pettit	Lake.

In my research thus far, I have found very few references to the Bills family. To be sure, 
Abel and his son James were farmers who had property near the lake, but not on the 
shorelines. I have found no information about him being in the logging business or in a 
leadership position in local government.

But Abel and wife Almira must have been two of the early pioneers in the area. The 
Treaty of Washington opened the area up for settlement in 1836. Abel Bills resided in 
Owego Tioga NY at that time and one census shows that his son, Charles W., was born 
in New York in 1834 and his daughter, Mary Elizabeth, was born there in 1840. Son 
James was born in 1844 but where: New York or Croton? The answer to that question 
would help establish when the Bills family lived near our lake.
 
Actually, researh shows a conflict in terms of the birthplaces of the first three children. 
One document shows all of them born in Croton. But one item is clear: daughter Sylvia 
was born in Croton in 1850. That puts the Bills family in the area at least prior to 1850. 
I personally think that all of them were born in Croton from 1838 - 1850.



In the  1864 Enumeration of Croton Twp residents, the name of Abel Bills, 
farmer, is there. He had a wife and four kids, two boys (one being James K. and 
the other Charles W) and two girls, Mary Elizabeth and Sylvia.

The A. Bills farm is found in the 1880 plat below. His son James had more land 
at that time but that may be because Abel was approaching the end of his 
life (he would die in 1885) and was handing over his holdings. As you can tell, 
father and son owned farmland to the north of the lake, the area across from 
M82. The opened road might be the early M82. See bottom of plat.

As reported by Betty Miller, Carrie Tannewitz, who later on lived in the 1970s on 
the property where the Hilltop General Store is located, says that the Bills fam-
ily raised sheep on their farm and watered them at Bills Lake.

You may need to enlarge the print of this 1880 plat



The Bills family is buried nearby
 Wandering Oak Grove Cem-
etery, located on Elm St a half mile 
from the intersection of M82 and Elm 
(the Ferguson/Hilltop corner) offers 
some insights. This is where Abel 
and Almira (spelled Elmira on some 
of the census material) 
are buried. Abel, born in 
1807 in New York, died in 
Croton in 1885. Almira, 
born in the same town of 
Oswego, Tioga NY, died in 
Croton three years prior.
 But there are 
several more inscriptions 
on the Bills monument 
and they involve James, 
not Abel. James married 
Martha Jane Surrarrae in 
1871 at age 21. Sadly, she 
died 12 years later leaving 
a young family, ages 11, 8, 
5. and 1. 
 Daughter Ora 
Anna, born in 1874 but 
died two years later is 
buried with her mother 
in the same area as Abel and Almira 
and her name is on the monument. 
James, left with a young family, must 
have sought help but with horrible 
luck. Subsequent wife Mary E Meek 
died just one year later. The next wife, 
Mercy Tift, died in the next year. They 
are also buried there.
 James stayed in the area as 
indicated in the 1990 Plat but died in 
1913. He is not buried in Croton but 
instead in Grand Rapids, Kent. The 
kids went on to live relatively long 
lives.

 There is one other member 
of the Bills family buried in Oak Grove 
Cemetery but under a married name. 
Mary Elizabeth, daughter of Abel and 
Almira, was born in 1840. She married 

Orson Stray on Aug. 9, 
1857 and the two of them 
cleared land near Bills 
Lake where they raised 
two sons. Plats show that 
they owned far more land 
than Bills folks. 
 Both Orson (spelled 
Orison on his tombstone) 
and Mary Elizabeth Bills-
Stray rest near the Bills 
monument. Their farms 

were inherited by son 
Charles Orson Stray.
 All of this reveals 
that the Bills family were 
early settlers in our area but 
history doesn’t reveal why 
our gem-like waters were 
named after them. Unlike 
Ryerson, Brooks, Hess, or 
Pettit, I find that Abel and 

James Bills did nothing very extraordi-
nary except farm and raise families. 
 Thus, my previous theory 
was that they were simply the earliest 
settlers, earlier than the Stray or Tan-
newitz groups who actually had over 
time more influence of the develop-
ment of our lake. I thought that Bills 
Lake was named after them because 
they were the earliest of the early 
birds. 
 Thanks to Pam Miller, lo-
cal geneologist at the White Cloud 
Library, I got the correct answer.



Conclusion
 In an article which appeared 
in a publication entitled Grant Area 
-- 1979, Pauline Morrison Bull (a sig-
nificant maiden name to be explored 
later) writes: “A few individuals were 
granted patents for land in 1854, 
most of them engaged in the lumber 
business though some came to live 
on their property and became citizens 
of this or other neighboring town-
ships........
 “The Bills were of 
the family which gave its 
name to Bills Lake in Croton 
Township,” she continues. 
“James K. was a minor at the 
time of issue of the land pat-
ent. He was the son of Abel 
Bills and lived his entire life 
on a farm on the north side 
of Bills Lake.”
 Pauline mentions 
Charles Bills, another son, as 
well. But Charles is not buried 
in Croton. Instead, he is in-
terred in a grave in Alexandria 
Virginia That’s because he died in the 
Civil War on Feb. 7, 1863. 
 I spend my winters in Bartow 
FL, named for Francis S. Bartow, 
the first Brigade Commander of the 
Confederate Army to die in combat at 
the beginning of the Civil War. He was 
killed at the First Battle of Manassas 
(Bull Run) on July 21st, 1861. Fort 
Blount FL was renamed Bartow FL in 
his honor even though this man was 

actually from Georgia.
 For a time, it was my guess 
that Bills Lake was similarly named in 
honor of one of its first settlers who 
perished in the war.  
 However, as it turns out, my 
guess is right. In an obituary regarding 
early Bills Lake pioneer Charles Orson 
Stray (see next few pages), it states: 
“He was a member of a pioneering 

Newaygo County family, his 
grandfather being Charles 
Bills for whom Bills Lake 
was named.”
 Although Charles 
Bills was not Charles Stray’s 
grandfather (he would have 
been Mr. Stray’s uncle had 
he survived the Civil War), 
this reference confirms my 
conclusion. 
 As you will learn in 
the next few pages, Charles 
Stray’s father married 
Mary Elizabeth Bills, Abel’s 
daughter and Charles Bills’ 

sister. Mary Elizabeth and her hus-
band owned land that reached the 
shores of the lake on the west side.
 One more confirmation 
would exist if there were an 1860 plat 
of the area. Nobody has been able to 
find one, probably because it doesn’t 
exist. The 1870 plat identifies our lake 
as Bills Lake. If an 1860 plat also called 
it Bills Lake, then my theory is wrong.

“He was a member of a pioneering Newaygo County 
family, his grandfather being Charles Bills for whom 
Bills Lake was named.”       ----Newaygo Republican



Charles W. Bills

An item in the Newaygo Republican states that Bills Lake was 
named after Charles W. Bills, who died in the Civil War on Feb. 7, 
1863. He was the first son of Abel and Almira Bills who arrived in 
the Croton area from Owego, Tioga New York sometime prior to 
1838. 

In those days, it was common practice to name or rename towns 
--and apparently lakes -- after soldiers who died in the war.

His remains are in Alexandria National Cemetery, Alexandria VA
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Where Charles W. Bills is Buried
Alexandria	National	Cemetery

Alexandria, Virginia
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