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Interurban freight car at Maple Road stop, 1912 (lent by Mrs. Lydia Bierlein) 

 
Electric interurbans once dotted and laced the countryside of Michigan.  Man’s ingenuity, though, 
led to better means of transportation.  Henry Ford’s mass production of the car led to diminished 
use of the interurban in the early 1900’s.  World War II caused higher costs and the jitney bus 
gave stiff competition.  Most companies went bankrupt or quietly closed down and the 
interurban vanished from the streets.  This historical record of the interurban in Frankenmuth is 
intended to restore for a few minutes the feel of the old-time electric railway. 
 
In 1905 the Detroit, Flint and Saginaw Railroad Company laid a fifteen mile main line track to 
Frankenmuth.  The track took two years to complete, ran along the south side of present M-38, 
connecting the Bay City-Detroit electric interurban to Frankenmuth at the present site of Junction 
Road, or M-38, and Dixie Highway.  This is how the road received the name of Junction Road.  
This suburban line made it possible for Frankenmuthers to go by rail to any city in the state 
through which the interurban passed.  In 1909, the Saginaw and Flint Railway, successor to the 
Detroit, Flint and Saginaw Railway Company, built a line from Junction to Flint. 
 
In the early years there was a rumor that when passengers wore their pocket watches, they would 
be damaged.  This was supposedly done by the electricity.  This fear was soon disproved by the 
more daring individuals who brought theirs along. [1] 
 
The Frankenmuth line began at the junction of M-38 and Dixie Highway.  Its stops included one 
mile east at Cook’s Grove, which was used for celebrations and outing.  The next six stops were 
each a half mile apart.  These were Maple Road, Weiss Road, Bickel, Loesel and Churchgrove.  
Loesel was more commonly called Church because it was the road which led to St. Lorenz 
Church.  The track extended across Main Street to the next street, Haas.  A Y-shaped turn-around 
was located at this end of the track and there was also a turn-around at Dixie Highway. 
 
Located on the southeast corner of Main Street and Junction (Genesee) was the first freight 
office with Helmuth Seiberth as the freight agent.  A small building was built there for use in 
poor weather for passengers.  In 1912 John Hildenbrandt bought a lot on that corner and built his 
cigar factory.  The front portion of his store was used for a waiting room.  Later, the freight 
office was moved to the southeast corner of Genesee and Haas Streets.  Most of the land south of 
the office was filled with switches. 
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For future expansion, a strip of land leading to Vassar was graded and a roadbed laid, but the 
track was never finished.  Franklin Street also was graded for a possible track to cross the Cass 
River and go past the Frankenmuth Brewing Company to Flint. 
 
In 1927, under a thirty year franchise, the Star of the West Milling Company extended the tracks 
down Haas to where the public load dock was built.  It was a short-lived venture, because two 
years later the interurban company discontinued operations. 
 
The interurban served many purposes.  The left turn-off track in Frankenmuth was used for the 
loading and unloading of items like coal, sugar, crocks, empty beer bottles and lumber.  The 
sugar beet station was located next to this track so area farmers brought their crops to this track.  
This was less costly than taking it to Gera. 
 
In 1927, the first St. Lorenz School consolidation program was completed.  Students sometimes 
rode the interurban to the Main Street School.  Other uses of the interurban were the delivery of 
mail that was picked up by Gottfried Hubinger.  St. Lorenz congregation members would take 
the interurban to the Saginaw auditorium for Lenten services. [2] 
 
When Flint went dry in 1916 men would ride the Flint line to Junction and come to the taverns in 
Frankenmuth.  They would have to walk all the way uptown to catch the 10:20 P.M. run.  If they 
missed it, the marshal would put them up for the night.  The next day they would catch the 7:00 
A.M. run. 
 
The interurban that ran to Frankenmuth was a great convenience for commercial and passenger 
use.  When there was talk of it possibly by-passing the community originally in the early 1900’s, 
a meeting was called by village leaders in protest.  Two of the articles that appeared in a 1906 
Frankenmuth News show that the people of Frankenmuth were concerned about keeping in 
contact with other areas. 
 
Wake up citizens, there is a duty you must perform and this is the matter of the electric road.  A 
meeting should be held at once and committees appointed, resolutions adopted and facts and 
figures obtained showing the importance of the town and the value to the road.  This should be 
done at once, and not put off a moment longer.  Wake up and act before it is too late. [3] 
 
There will be a mass meeting held at the Village Hall Monday evening for the purpose of 
devising means of securing increased transportation and freight facilities for Frankenmuth.  This 
meeting is called for the purpose of taking a united action towards either electric or steam 
transportation and freight facilities for this town; inasmuch as there seems to be a desire on the 
part of the officials of the electric line to run their road to Flint by way of the Cass Bridge route, 
leaving this town without direct communication with the outside world. [4] 
 
The first two interurbans used for the Frankenmuth line were open cars painted yellow.  The 
colorings of later cars were a green body with gold trim, or green body with an orange strip 
around the top and a red roof.  The bumpers were black.  Two red kerosene lights were hung in 
the back of the car and a gas light was in front.  A coal stove was used in the winter for heat.  
The seats in some cars could be flipped to face the direction of the car as needed. 
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There were four interurban cars used mainly for the Frankenmuth line.  Number 847 was built in 
1903 and rebuilt in 1914.  It was forty-six feet long, seated forty people and was a single-ended 
coach.  This coach has been remembered as having stain glass windows and being the fastest 
coach on the line. [5] Numbers 835 and 837 were built in 1916 by the St. Louis Car Company.  
They were fifty-three feet long and seated fifty-two people.  Number 855 was built in 1917 by 
the St. Louis Car Company and was sixty-one feet long, seated fifty-six and also was a single 
end street combination steel coach. 
 
In the early years, there was an interurban scheduled for every hour.  By 1918 there were only 
six daily trips.  Only one set of tracks was built on Junction so conductors kept track of other cars 
by using the telegraph or telephone.  By 1918 usually one car would alternate running from 
Junction to Frankenmuth.  The motorman was responsible for changing the trolley pole and 
running the car. 
 
The conductor also took the fares; ten cents a mile, five cents a half mile and twenty-five cents to 
go to Saginaw.  In later years it cost seventy-five cents to travel to Saginaw. 
 
The usual speed was thirty-five miles an hour, but as the track became damaged by age and use, 
the motorman used caution to prevent accidents. 
 
The wages of the conductors and motormen were determined by the amount of passengers and 
they received a percentage.  As business dwindled only the motorman was needed to run the car.  
Rudy Sherman, the last motorman, ran Number 835.  “His car was the cleanest, warmest 
interurban in the whole system.” [6] 
 
Casualties of various types resulted from the interurban.  One is the head-on collision that 
occurred on the Cass River Bridge at Dixie Highway.  Number 847’s motorman, George Smith 
and conductor Max Zinderhoffer, were given orders to wait at their end of the line.  But 847 
began moving and crashed with number 855.  Several people were killed and Zinderhoffer lost 
his job for disobeying orders.  In 1916 thirteen people were injured when two interurbans 
crashed head-on at Junction and Dixie Highway.  A similar incident occurred again in 1921. 
 
In 1929, following continued trends of fewer users, the Flint and Saginaw electric line was 
turned over to the Detroit Trust Company.  The following advertisement was published by the 
company. 
 
The Detroit Trust Company, receiver of the D. F. & S. [Detroit, Flint and Saginaw Railway], is 
endeavoring to get the affairs of the company in shape that the road may be disposed of, and to 
that end request the holders of the bonds to communicate with said trust company, so that the 
number and the kind of bonds held may be known, in order to facilitate getting affairs in shape 
for a speedy settlement. [7]  
 
Shortly afterwards, the track was torn up, beginning in Frankenmuth.  The rails were cut into 
small sections and lifted from the ground onto a scrap metal car.  Bit by bit the Frankenmuth 
interurban track was carried away.  It was replaced with an improved Junction Road for 
automobiles. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
1. Saginaw Daily News, May 4, 1949 
2. Interview with Mr. Conrad Schreiner 
3. Frankenmuth News, [V. I, Nr. 19 (November 15, 1906)  
http://www.frankenmutharchives.org/issues/1906-11-15.PDF “STIR YOURSELVES NOW. 
Don't Let The Street Railway Get Away From The Village. That the D. F. & S. 
Company intend to extend their road to Flint is now nearly a certainty, and while we know they 
are showing a disposition to cross the river at Cass Bridge, leaving Frankenmuth in the lurch, 
yet, upon a fair exposition of the case, we do not believe it will be done. That a franchise has 
been granted by the Cass Bridge route we have reason to be positive. With so large an amount of 
freight that this handled, and which the D. F. & S. road would get with proper facilities for the 
handling of it, and the large increase it would receive in shipments of farm products, dairy, 
creamery and other products of our industries, not to mention the 4,900 or 5,000 barrels of beer, 
the product of our two breweries, which is now shipped on the steam roads. All the Detroit 
freight, most of the outside freight and express that now comes to us by the steam roads, would 
revert to the electric—even the western wheat used to quite a large extent by our two mills could 
probably come over the electric line. The coal, the cement south of us, the probability of new 
industries, all should be laid before the company. It is a question of vital importance to all the 
citizens of Frankenmuth, from the poorest laborer to the richest merchant. To be cut off from the 
main-line will cut off our growing prosperity and like a bud of finest promise wither before a 
frost, just so will the town go to that stagnation and decay of all towns cut off from direct and 
rapid communication with the outer world. Wake up, citizens, there is a duty you must perform, 
and that is this matter of the electric road. A meeting should be held at once and committees 
appointed, resolutions adopted, and facts and figures obtained showing the importance of the 
town, and the value to the road. This should be done at once, and not put off a moment longer. 
Wake up and act before it is too late.”] 
4. Ibid, [V. I, Nr. 20 (November 22, 1906) “A Mass Meeting Monday at the Village Hall. To 
Organize a Town Booming Association, and to Take Action to Get Increased Freight Facilities. 
There will be a mass meeting held at the Village Hall Monday evening, Nov. 26, for the purpose 
of devising means of securing increased transportation and freight facilities for Frankenmuth and 
such other matters as may be brought up for the benefit of the town. All citizens are urgently 
requested to attend. This meeting is called for the purpose of taking a united action towards 
either electric or steam transportation and freight facilities for this town, inasmuch as there seems 
to be a desire on the part of the officials of the electric line to run their road to Flint by way of the 
Cass Bridge route, leaving this town without direct communication with the outside world. The 
aim of this meeting will be to discus the matter, and appoint committees to gather statistics of 
freight shipped and received and all other information tending to show its value to the 
transportation companies. It is also the intention to take action toward organizing a Town 
Booming association, to encourage industries and improvements in the town. Industries on a 
large and important scale need rail facilities and as the town is well located for many industries, 
it is only necessary to furnish rail road transportation for their products, to get them to locate 
here. A canning factory would find this a good location, and others in these lines could be 
started. Therefore it is of the utmost importance to every citizen of the town to attend this 
meeting, and help along the work to the best of his ability. The watch word should be "progress," 
and with all pulling together the growth of our town will be rapid and sure. Do not forget, but 
attend the meeting next Monday evening.”]' 
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(Endnotes, cont.) 
 
5. Interview with Mr. Charles Vanek  
6. Ibid. 
7. Frankenmuth News, Volume 1, Number 23 [December 13, 1906 “Locating Bond Holders 
The Detroit Trust Co., receiver of the D. F. & S., is endeavoring to get the affairs of the company 
in shape that the road may be disposed of, and to that end request the holders of the bonds to 
communicate with said trust company, so that the number and kind of bonds held may be known, 
in order to facilitate getting affairs in shape for a speedy settlement.”] 
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Michigan Railway, Northeastern Division Time Table of 1922. 
The Frankenmuth Branch included Frankenmuth, Sommer (Maple Road), Frankenmuth Junction, 

Bridgeport, Saginaw, Bay City and Flint. 
 

 


