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Small Michigan town holds on to some of its past

You may have passed through Britton, Mich., without noticing it. A lot of folks miss this small community in Lenawee County when they are driving from Dundee to Tecumseh on M-50.

Dundee is the home of Cabela's, which was a real awakening of new businesses for that town. Tecumseh, with a sizable downtown business district, is also a destination.

But Britton is one of those villages that fits the old adage, "If you blink you'll miss it."

Lately I have not been blinking when passing through Britton. Instead I have pulled up to one of the parallel parking spaces in front of the funky old buildings to see who and what are behind the doors with the many coats of paint and the windows loaded with stuff. Not ordinary stuff, mind you, but somebody's treasures, once upon a time.

Does it surprise you that three of the businesses in the old buildings are antique and consignment shops, and that a fourth business is another antique shop "just over the tracks" as they say, referring to the two-story harvest gold and purple trimmed brick building.

In the lineup of buildings with character and color, two spaces are empty. Lynn's Barber Shop sign remains on one. On a nice afternoon, it's fun to stroll down the street and imagine a thriving community with busy stores, when Britton was a railroad center and the hotel across the street had guests, a bar, and a dining room.

Now Whistle Stop Station, in the thick of the antique stores, pays tribute to the town's railroad history in name and old photos while serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It is known for hamburgers and has karaoke on Saturday nights.

I can't say that Sharr on the Boulevard, Redeux, and Pause and Paw are too much different from other consignment and antique stores with an incredible assortment of merchandise. But the women who run them have interesting stories to tell.

They all got into the business from personal experiences giving garage sales, patronizing consignment shops or going to flea markets.

Sharon Moore expressed the hospitality of the shop owners.

"It's fine to come in and look, but buying is better," she said.

Ms. Moore, Sharr owner, shares a lesson for people who enjoy giving garage sales. They just might end up in business. Holding garage sales at her home launched Ms. Moore into the business. She said she had so much fun holding garage sales and meeting people she tried flea markets.

Besides the packed Britton shop, she has two garages and a storage shed full of things at her home in Temperance and rents a space at the Blissfield antique mall,and she still insists it's a hobby.

"So many of the things are hard to part with, but I keep telling myself it is just stuff," she said. "Then I take the better things to antique shows."

And that's just her weekend pastime. During the week, she is coordinator of the Toledo School of Practical Nursing, a department of the Toledo Public Schools adult education department.

Angela Gray, who owns and operates Redeux, was a secretary in San Francisco when she discovered clothing consignment stores and found she could buy designer suits at reasonable prices. "I thought, why buy new when I could buy good used clothing," she recalled. After having a desire to have a store of her own for 20 years, she opened her first in Clinton in 2003. The Britton building, which she purchased in 2006, is also her second-floor living quarters, which she describes as elegant with custom woodwork.

Purple seems to go well on the old Victorian buildings. Ms. Gray chose purple trim for her building in recognition of the purple ribbons PanCan sells as a fund-raiser. PanCan is the support organization for patients with pancreatic cancer.

Pause and Paw does not refer to pets, though owner Marge Hamden received a box of dog food from a company when she opened the consignment shop 10 years ago. "They thought it was a dog-grooming business," she said. She has been dealing with used merchandise since she graduated from Britton High School in 1954 and began buying things at garage sales and selling them at flea markets.

Because Britton is Ms. Hamden's hometown, she remembers the former downtown business occupants. Half of her store was a gift shop and the other half was a hardware store. The shops generally are open Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, although some also open on other days.
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