
David M. Estey, born in 1842 in New Hampshire, moved 
with his wife, Mary, in 1865 to West Haven, six miles north of 
Owosso, and started a wood furniture company. In 1875, he 
was enticed to move his business to Owosso leasing a portion 
of Palmer’s Planing Mill in Westown (this building was later 
the Tooley Mattress Factory. A �re demolished most of the 
building, but a portion of it survived to become Wolverine 
Sign Works).
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Early on Owosso attracted many businesses and industries. Besides Woodard 
Furniture and Casket Companies, D.M. Estey Manufacturing Co. and Robbins 

Table Company, both founded in the 1870s, manufactured �ne furniture. 
Owosso’s economy grew with the founding of several new industries, 

most of them related to iron and steel – and automobiles. 

It can be assumed that Ball Street was named for Daniel Ball, who came to the early settlement 
in 1837 with his “Ball’s Colonists” to build the mill race and a mill. He built his log cabin on 

the northwest corner of Ball and Exchange Streets.

Estey moved again to South Washington Street and over time D.M. Estey Manufacturing 
Co. was the largest employer in town. �e huge yard of lumber came from the 12,000 acres 
of timberland Estey owned in Gladwin County.

Joseph H. Robbins, Sr., the �rst of three generations to bear that name, came to Owosso 
in 1864 from Allegany County, New York and founded, with his father, Benjamin F. 
Robbins, the Robbins Table Company in 1873. By 1878 they had built a large factory 
on the southeast corner of Main and Robbins Streets in Westown.

Wolverine Sign Works has been in existence since 1916 when two 
Owosso salesmen, Gratz Cook and Ralph Vosburg started the 
company. In 1918 the men, borrowing against their life insurance 
for the capital, purchased the building formerly occupied by the 
Tooley Mattress Factory at 923 Bradley Street in Westown. 
Since Michigan was the Wolverine state, they called their 
company Wolverine Sign Works.

Gratz’s son, Don Cook was hired as a salesman in 1924. His 
outstanding sales ability served the company well over the years. 
�eir signs are �lled with ads for Robbins Furniture Co., leading 
insurance companies, such as Auto-Owners, many local banks, 
retail stores and some of the leading tourist attractions in the state 
including the Grand Hotel on Mackinac Island and Bronner’s 
Christmas Wonderland in Frankenmuth.

Over the years, �ve generations of the family have been involved 
with Wolverine Sign Works, which continues to rent and 
maintain over 1,000 billboards throughout Michigan and 
eight additional states.

Following the death of Joseph Robbins, Sr., his oldest 
son, Joseph H. Robbins, Jr. was president of the 
company for �fty years until his death in 1944. �e 
company continued to be run by family members until 
2001 when Robbins Furniture Company was sold to 
Oscar Rau’s of Frankenmuth. At 128 years, Robbins had 
been one of the oldest and longest-running 
family-owned furniture businesses in Michigan. �eir 
catchy slogan, “It’s Worth the Drive to Owosso,” is still 
fondly remembered by many today.

At �rst, the company employed 45 men and was making 200 tables a week in a wide 
variety of styles. By 1894, they were manufacturing 50,000 dining extension tables, 
employing 50 men and serving customers all over the U.S. Robbins supplied the 1906 
Shiawassee County Courthouse with many of its furnishings.

In 1921 the Robbins Table Company ceased manufacturing and began retailing furniture 
with the slogan “Our Location Saves You Money.” Renamed the Robbins Furniture 
Company, their sales in 1924, which included Woodard furniture, were two 
million dollars.

Estey’s plant “B” (called the White Elephant) was built in 1891 in 57.5 working hours 
and was destroyed in ten minutes by Owosso’s famous cyclone of 1911.

�e Governor of Vermont, Levi Fuller was a large shareholder in Estey Manufacturing 
Company and visited Owosso in 1893. Estey’s uncle, Jacob Estey, the renowned 
Vermont organ builder, was also a large shareholder. Over the years Estey was Mayor of 
Owosso (1884), owned a mine in New Mexico called “David Estey City” and was a half 
owner of the Queen Cart Co. and Estey & Calkins Lumber Co. in Pinconning. Estey 
died in 1903 at age 61. His funeral was held at his home at 520 North Park Street.

Estey’s plant “A” burned in 1906. At the time, 
it was the largest �re in the city’s history.

Estey Manufacturing Co.

Robbins Table Company
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Other wood-making businesses fabricating doors and trim, cabinetry, 
carriage, cutters and sleighs and even sports equipment grew.

Owosso Carriage & Sleigh Co.

Reliance Motor Truck Company
In 1908, Alvin M. Bentley obtained $30,000 from the city to entice William Durant and General Motors 
to build a Reliance Motor Truck plant in Owosso. Early in 1909, the company, including truck assembly, 
was moved to a newly-built factory on Michigan Avenue near the railroad tracks employing 1,400 men. By 
the end of the year, two-ton heavy-duty trucks were rolling out of the plant. �ey had a two-cylinder, 
two-cycle engine, sliding gear transmission, were chain-driven and sported hard rubber tires.

Many truck manufacturers in the early 1900's, such as GMC were always looking for publicity and truck 
races seemed to draw public attention. And, if your truck won the race, such as the Detroit to Chicago Race, 
your sales would skyrocket. Pictured is the GMC Team riding a Reliance 2½ Ton Truck built in Owosso.

Independent Stove Co. – 
Renown Stove Co.

In 1908, �e Independent Stove Co. moved from Detroit to Owosso. 
Under an agreement with the city’s Improvement Association, a large 
factory was built in Westown o� Bradley Street. �e company was to 
payout at least $200,000 in wages in the �rst �ve years. Far exceeding that 
goal, Renown Stove Co. (name changed in 1933) built three additions to 
the plant. By 1936, the company employed 185 men. Stoves continued to 
be their main product until 1942. Production ceased during WWII and 
resumed in 1944 until 1949. In 1950 Renown’s assets were sold to Toledo 
Commutator, who built a new plant on South Chestnut Street in 1954. 
For nearly twenty years the company built more than 300,000 stoves 
and heaters.

A.G. Redmond
A.G. Redmond of Flint, manufacturers of small electric motors, expanded 
and moved part of its operation to Owosso in 1936 occupying the plant 
on East Monroe Street where the Walker Candy Company had been 
during the 1920s and where Cline-Johnston had processed pre-cooked 
beans during the middle 1930s.

In 1944, A.G. Redmond sold the business to a New York group who 
retained the Redmond name. In 1958, Redmond Motors (employees 
pictured), built a new 68,000sq.ft. plant on South Delaney Road 
becoming Motor Products.

Probably less than 1,000 Reliance Trucks were built in 
Owosso. General Motors decided to move production from 
Owosso to Pontiac. In 1912, the last trucks made in Owosso 
had the GMC logo on them.

�e city was not happy that Reliance was pulling out of 
town. Bentley, feeling somewhat responsible, found 
American Mallables to take over the factory. �e company 
later expanded from Michigan Avenue through to 
Washington Street with the front of the building facing 
Washington. 1929 was headed to be Malleables’ most 
productive year – until the October 29 stock market crash. 
�e company closed in 1934. Mid-West Abrasives, 
manufacturers of sandpaper products, occupied the factory 
in 1940. �e factory has been vacant for decades.

For 64 years Hoddy lived in the former home of the late author James Oliver Curwood 
at 508 West Williams Street. He bought the house in 1946 and did extensive 
improvements to it, adding a structural steel beam to the foundation. He also purchased 
many items from Curwood’s estate to display in the home.

�e house was on the 2007 Owosso Historic Home Tour and the hundreds of 
tour-goers were personally greeted by then 102-year-old Mr. George. He donated the 
home and the entire block on which it sits to Baker College of Owosso the year before 
he died in 2010 at the age of 105 years.

Zimmerman Manufacturing Company
In 1905, the Zimmerman Manufacturing Company on South Cedar Street 
was established, making wood handles for axes, hammers, rakes, shovels and 
farm equipment. 

Zimmerman also produced tennis rackets, pole vaults and baseball bats, which were 
made of the �nest ash. He did business with prominent tool manufacturers and
leading sporting goods �rms throughout the U.S. Known for their quality, the baseball 
bat part of the business was sold to the Louisville Slugger Co. in the late 1920s.

�e Owosso Motor Truck Co. began making trucks in 1910 and were similar in appearance to trucks produced 
by the Reliance Motor Truck Co. in Owosso. Only ten trucks were built before the plant closed in 1914. 

Cars gassing up in the 200 block of 
North Ball Street next to Edward Carr 

Loans & Real Estate, c.1917-1920

George Hoddy & Universal Electric Company

Brothers, George, Stanley and Ray Hoddy, and 
friend Dick Turner, former employees of A.G. 
Redmond, founded Universal Electric in 1942, 
envisioning a company where everyone worked 
together as a team. Soon after, another brother, 
Gerald Hoddy and their father, Arthur Hoddy 
joined the company.

�e company thrived under the leadership of 
George Hoddy, who served as president until the 
early 1970s. Fondly known as “Mr. George”, Hoddy 
was a successful entrepreneur, industrialist and
philanthropist. Born in 1905 in Columbus, Ohio, 
he graduated with two engineering degrees from 
Ohio State University and was the holder of over 
30 U.S. patents.

It was during the early beginnings when the company, located at 300 East Main Street, 
�rst gained national prominence for its WWII e�orts and manufacturing excellence. 
Hoddy was involved with the Manhattan Project. He would secretly travel to New York 
City each �ursday evening by train for an early Friday morning meeting with members 
of the Defense Department to discuss projects which utilized his motors. Arriving at 
Grand Central Station he was told to wear a red carnation in his lapel. Once identi�ed, 
he followed a driver to a waiting car and was blindfolded. He never knew exactly where 
the destination was but believed that it was somewhere on Long Island. �ese weekly 
meetings went on for several years until the end of the war. 

After the war, the company began the production of a complete line of induction motors. 
A new plant was built adjacent to Bentley Park in 1950. �e company was recognized, 
at one time, as the world leader in the manufacture of fractional electric motors. �eir 
motors could be found in one out of ten homes in the U.S. and there were manufacturing 
plants in �ve states and India, England and �ailand. “�e Universal Family” included 
over 2000 employees/associates worldwide, with over 800 in Owosso. In 1953 Universal 
Electric established the Family Pro�t Sharing Plan so that each associate could share in 
the company pro�ts. George attributed the company’s success to hard work, treating the 
employees as family, quality management and giving the consumer what they wanted. 

Mr. George, the 2008 Heritage Parade 
Grand Marshal, with Curwood Festival 

board members Debra Adams-Mills, 
Jamie Zmitko-Somers and Sarah Hoover. 

Founded in 1886 by J.A. Cooper under the name �e Owosso Carriage Works, the 
growing business, which was located on the northwest corner of Washington and 
Stewart Streets, became �e Owosso Carriage Co., in 1896. A.M. Bentley was 
president of the company in 1905. 

Jackson Sleigh Co. purchased the company in 1906 and renamed it �e Owosso 
Carriage & Sleigh Co. In 1907 they manufactured 5,500 carriages (62 di�erent styles) 
and 5,000 cutters and sleighs (30 styles), 
employing 125 men. As automobiles 
became more common, the company went 
out of business around 1914.

Later, the factory was occupied by Field 
Body Manufacturing Co. and still later by 
Burwood Products Co. owned by E.C. 
Morine. �e plant burned in 1932.

Jesse Shattuck owned the team of oxen used in this 
1910 ad for the Owosso Motor Truck Co. �e photo was 

taken on East Main near Park Street.
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