
October 11, 2004

TO:          THE MAYOR   AND  CITY COUNCIL OF ANN ARBOR 

FARMERS  MARKET OF ANN ARBOR – A UNIQUE HERITAGE

     

 “IN HONOR OF
GOTTLOB LUICK

1899 – MAYOR – 1901
FOR HIS LIBERAL FIANANCIAL AID

IN SECURING THIS PUBLIC MARKET FOR
THE CITY OF ANN ARBOR”

These are the words which the City Council in 1931 authorized to be placed on a

bronze plaque at  the Farmers Market in recognition of the contribution of those who

made the Farmers  Market a reality.  This market is part of the culture and heritage of the

City of Ann Arbor.  Now, the City Council is being called upon to affirm its commitment

to the tradition and character of the Farmers  Market.

I. The Background:  

Historically, the Farmers Market originated in the years following World War I when

local farmers displayed their produce for sale along the streets bordering the Washtenaw

County Courthouse.  In 1921 the city took over operation of the market.  License fees

charged to the farmers were modest but by 1928, the “Market Fund” had accumulated just

under $9,000 1.    Consideration of obtaining a dedicated site for the market arose during

City Council meetings in the spring of 1929 1.  Three unsolicited proposals to sell land

to the city for market sites had been received.  Simultaneously, a petition filed by more

than 125 citizens protested against purchase of a market site at that time. In a wise action,

Council moved to postpone all discussion until a later date.

In the fall of 1930, Council approved expansion of the market to additional streets

adjacent to the courthouse 2.   Further expansion was approved in the spring of 1931 3.
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By that time the Market Fund exceeded $12,000.  In March of 1931, Council minutes

record  “the City Engineer be authorized and instructed to secure options on suitable

market sites”  and that “said sites to be approved by the Market Site Committee”  which

consisted of three appointed council members 4.

On June 1st, 1931 the Council accepted the report of the Site Committee and moved

that the Mayor and City Clerk be “authorized and empowered to execute a land contract”

with Gottlob Luick and other members of the Luick family for purchase of land to be

used as a market site 5.  The timing was not optimal, as the Great Depression was at its

peak and discretionary money in short supply for all.  Details of the negotiations are not

recorded but several background facts are known. The land cited had been a large lumbar

yard owned  by members  of  the  Luick  family but  Gottlob  had  not  been  the  primary

operator of the business.  The ultimate decision reached by those owning the property was

to sell to the city for less than fair market value for a price of $21,000 with $10,000 at

closing  and  remainder  by  land  contract.   This  price  below  fair  market  value  was

acknowledged in the contract as well as the role of Gottlob Luick in the transactions:

“It is further understood and agreed that in establishing a purchase price of

$21,000.00 on the above described property,  Gottlob Luick and others made a

substantial contribution to the City of Ann Arbor, and, in return the City of Ann

Arbor thereby agrees to erect a suitable memorial in the form of a brass plaque in

Honor  of  Gottlob  Luick  at  its  earliest  convenience  on  said  above  described

property”   
6

In October 1931 by  Common  Council  resolution, the Farmers Market moved

to the former lumbar yard site, using the existing sheds as sale stalls 7.  The move proved

to be highly successful.  In 1936 the Finance Committee recommended that the City pay

off the land contract by a loan from the Insurance Fund to the Market Fund  8.   Minutes

record that this left the Market Fund with $359.88 in its account .
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The  potential  to  gain  funds  for  city  projects  from  the  federal  Works  Project

Administration resulted in construction of the present day sheds and stalls of the market

in 1938-40.  Of note, the city’s share of $10,824.90 came from a bond issue to be paid

over ten years   9.   This was paid annually from the Market Fund.  This same fund paid

for the present market office building in 1984.

II. The Present  and  Beyond:

Council minutes through the years document continued interest in the Farmers Market

and its welfare.  Now, the future of the Market is at a crossroads.  In assessing possible

decisions  which can be made by City Council, it is important to appraise exactly what the

City of Ann Arbor and its citizens have in the Farmers Market today. 

The City of Ann Arbor is one of the few in the area to have a permanent site

with structures built specifically to serve a market function.  This is a major attraction for

vendors.  As a consequence, the people of Ann Arbor have a larger number of vendors

providing a wider variety of products than available in neighboring markets.  This market

is  also unique in comparison to many in  the requirement that all  items are grown or

personally crafted by the vendors.  This is an immutable policy for all.  Overall, the large

number of vendors offering competing products works to maintain quality at the highest

level and affords customers multiple options in their purchase.  However, the number of

vendors  exceed  the  presently  available  stalls  and  some  by  necessity  set  up  on  the

adjoining  sidewalks.  Market  days  are  Wednesdays  and  Saturdays,  with  artisans  also

offering craft items for sale on Sundays.  The large crowds attending the markets attest to

the attraction to the people of Ann Arbor of the fresh produce, flowers, and craft items

offered for sale  It is one of the few settings in which fresh products are sold by the

farmers that produce them. For most children, and many adults as well, it is their only

opportunity to see and talk with ‘real farmers’ and see them set up and sell their products.

Of  note  is  that  the  presence  of  the  Farmers  Market  is  one  of  the   ‘pluses’  used  in

recruiting  personnel additions to local businesses and the University.

The  Farmers’  Market  remains  a  tangible  reminder  of  the  agrarian  society  that

dominated  the economy of  early America,  including Ann Arbor  and the  surrounding

Washtenaw County.  The importance of preserving farming and its associated “green
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belt”  has resulted in bond support by citizens of Ann Arbor in recent balloting.       

Knowledge  of  the  quality  of  the  products  offered  by vendors  in  the  Ann  Arbor

Farmers  Market  extends  nationally.   Several  years  ago  a  national  food  and  health

magazine  (“EATING WELL”)  devoted  one  issue  to  “eating  well  in  America”  (July-

August 1994)  10.  The editors sought outstanding farmers’ markets from throughout the

states of the northeast Atlantic seaboard to those bordering on the Mississippi River. The

Ann Arbor Farmers Market was one of the nine city markets featured.  The quality of the

locally grown foods offered for sale at each of the chosen markets was the highlight of the

article. An additional notable commentary within the article recognized the underlying

support given to establishing and maintaining these markets by local governments –a key

element in their continued success

From the fiscal viewpoint, the Farmers Market has been self-sustaining financially

throughout its existence.   Revenues generated by rental fees to vendors have covered all

capital and operating costs.  These include the payments on the original land contract to

secure the market site property, the City’s share of the WPA project to construct the

present market sheds and stalls, the market office building and, more recently, the costs of

the  consultants  related  to  renovation.   Currently,  some of  the  parking  meter  monies

generated on non-market days are also transferred to the Market Fund. .

The  point  for  major  decisions  to  be  made  for  the  future  of  the  Farmers  Market

resulted from removal of the last house on the site.  This cleared the way for realistic

consideration of possible change and renovation.  For that purpose the consulting firm,

Johnson Hill Land Ethics Studio, was employed.  Members of the firm sought input from

a number of groups and developed a proposal for a phased renovation.  The plan included

a new configuration  for  pedestrians  and  vehicles  plus  new construction  for  activities

unassociated with market functions.  The response of vendors and patrons was generally

negative but was not formalized.  At that point, a group of interested citizens and vendors

made a formal survey of all vendors  11,12.  In brief, responses of vendors representing

85% of the stalls in the market and the majority of those without assigned stalls were

definitely  unfavorable  to  the  recommendations  of  the  consultants.   Instead,  a  great

4



majority believe the addition of more stalls to be the first priority of need and that by

extension of the row of stalls on the south wing beyond the office and of those of the

middle row to be the optimal plan. It would also be the least expensive to construct.  The

proposals by the consultants to construct a grass/park area and a three-story “artisans”

building on the market site were considered to be highly undesirable.  It was the firm

conviction of  the vendors  that  only those  changes to  improve function as a  farmers’

market should be made and those modifications associated with using the site for other

non-market activities should be emphatically rejected.  A petition which was signed by

over  750  customers  of  the  Farmers  Market  supporting  the  changes  proposed  by the

vendors has been presented to the Parks Advisory Committee   13.  

The fate of the Farmers Market is at a critical crossroad.  The basic issue is whether

the site which was dedicated to serve solely as a farmers’ market  continues its unique

and highly successful service to vendors and customers alike or is developed into a hybrid

attempting to retain some features of its present physical structure and function while

offering a setting for potential future venues.  These, however, may never materialize as

the market site is ill-suited for such activities and a poor replica of numerous facilities

already existing under the Park and Recreation Department and other entities in the city.

The expression of the need to  construct  “green spaces” within the site of the market

represents a costly and wasteful duplication of existing park areas.  North Main Park is

within two blocks of the market and Wheeler Park a short distance further north.  Within

the Ann Arbor area, the City Guide for 2004-2005 lists over 150 parks and nature areas.

There is only one Farmers Market.

In  conclusion,  the  City  Council  is  requested  to  affirm  the  City’s  long  standing

commitment to the Farmers  Market by establishing clear guidelines which state that the

purpose and function of the site shall first and foremost be a farmers market, the character

of which shall be maintained as part of the history and heritage of this great City.

Respectfully submitted,

William J. Oliver, M.D.
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2892 Bay Ridge

Ann Arbor, MI  481003

(734)761-5169   e-

mailwjoandmbo@aol.com
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