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What’s in a Name? Tremblay, Tremblé, 

Trombley 

 
By Elizabeth Bourne-Nido, founder and board member of Rendez-vous Détroit, member of French Canadian Heritage 

Society of Michigan and third great-granddaughter of Benoît Tremblay. rendezvousdetroit@gmail.com. 

 

 

When I was growing up in Lansing, MI, I remember my mother telling me we were French and someone in our 

family was an interpreter between the French and the Indians.  I imagined this mix of cultures was a part of me 

and my ancestor was surely a dashing French voyageur.  

 

My favorite summer trip was a visit to Mackinaw City where we always had dinner at Teysen’s.  I gulped 

down my food as fast as I could so I could escape from the table and get upstairs to maximize my time in the 

Indian museum.  Even as a child, I was drawn to our family’s past. 

 

Later as an adult I moved to the Detroit area for an advertising career, landing a job at Florists’ Transworld 

Delivery (FTD) as their Manager of Member Communications.  I worked with a man there with the last name 

of Trombley.  I told him, I too, was of French-Canadian ancestry.  I asked him a lot of questions about his 

family, curious to know if there was any link to ours. 

 

You see, our family had lost contact with the French-Canadian side of our family.  My French-Canadian 

maternal grandfather had died when I was a toddler and for reasons I would find out much later, his family was 

disconnected.  It wasn’t until my mother passed away in 2015 that I started to do some digging.   

 

It was quite a surprise to find that Bay City, MI, played such a major role in the outcome of my family’s 

experience.  In researching my grandfather’s family, I found he had two ancestors in Cadillac’s 1701 founding 

convoy of Detroit!  I also learned that my grandfather was a direct descendant of the Tremblay family who had 

arrived in Detroit in the late 1700s and were co-founders of Grosse Pointe, MI. 

 

It was my third great-grandfather, Benoît, who left Detroit in 1831, along with brother Joseph and nephews, 

Mador and Leon.  The family group became the early trailblazers of what was to become Bay City, MI.  Benoît 

and his wife, Teresa Pomainville Tremblay had many children, one of their daughters, Abigail, born in 

Oakland Township in 1828. 

 

Abigail married a French/Ojibwe from Mackinac Island, Peter Gruet (Kawkawcheese), in the late 1840s and 

they moved to the Mt. Pleasant area.  It seems that’s where the disconnect in our family relations occurred.  

My mother probably thought the family secret of Ojibwe blood running through our veins would go with her to 

the grave.  Or that her father and all his siblings had been sent to the Mt. Pleasant Indian Boarding School.  I 

will never know if she knew that or not.  She always said her father had attended a country school and had an 

eighth-grade education.  She at least had the last part right. 
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It appears that when my grandfather was finally released from the boarding school, he closed the chapter about 

his family history and heritage.  It all would have been lost if not for his very snoopy granddaughter.   

 

Learning of my Tremblay lineage, I was led to visit the Trombley Centre in Bay City.  Trombley, anglicized 

from the French Tremblay.  Anglicized after Michigan was overrun with Yankees, Germans, Scots and Irish 

from the east after the Erie Canal opened Michigan up for westward migration. The docents at the Trombley 

Centre were very kind and helpful and put me in touch with Sue Vandenbrooks, who is on their board of 

directors. 

 

After speaking with Sue, I thought of several things that I hope will be of interest to Tremblay/Trombley 

descendants and members of the Bay County Genealogy Society.   

 

Almost ten years ago, several friends and I who are also members of the French Canadian Heritage Society of 

Michigan, founded Rendez-vous Détroit, a 501c3 French Canadian/Métis cultural group.  Our initial goal was 

to raise money for our ancestral church, Ste. Anne de Detroit, but also to create  events to celebrate our 

heritage. 

 

I felt very strongly about this.  I had grown up attending other people’s ethnic festivals.  I later learned there 

were many reasons why the French history and heritage in Michigan have been very neglected.  Since 2017, 

Rendez-vous Détroit has worked tirelessly to increase the public’s awareness and appreciation of the 

contribution made by the French in the early settlement of Michigan. 

 

This summer, Rendez-vous Détroit will be hosting a wonderful celebration in Detroit to commemorate 

Detroit’s 325th birthday!  Bonne Fête Détroit 325 will be held July 24 – 26, 2026.  I am including all our 

information which can also be found on our website, rendezvousdetroit.org. 

 

At past Rendez-vous, we have had mini reunions of family groups.  About five years ago at Ste. Anne de 

Detroit, we had a Tremblay reunion and had about 50 people meet.  It was fun connecting with Tremblay 

descendants from all over the state! 

 

I would like to invite everyone to attend our Bonne Fête Détroit 325 festivities and propose we have a 

Tremblay reunion sometime during the weekend.  I would also like to propose that we put our heads together 

and consider some fundraisers to support our ancestral landmark.  Yes, the Trombley Centre is OUR 

ANCESTRAL LANDMARK!   

 

Why is this important?  The French were the first Europeans in Michigan.  French and Indigenous languages 

were the main languages in Michigan until the 1840s.  The Trombley Centre is the oldest surviving wooden 

structure in Bay County.  This is all part of our French history and heritage in Michigan.  

 

My great-great grandfather, Peter Gruet (Kawkawcheese) must have been quite a catch for Benoît Tremblay to 

allow his 18-year-old daughter to marry him.  In the Michigan Pioneer periodicals, it is reported that working 

as a guide and interpreter, Gruet led a scientific expedition into mid-Michigan. While traveling back to Detroit 

by canoe on Lake Huron, a terrible storm came up.  If not for his excellent prowess and skill with a canoe, the 

expedition would have been lost.  
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I am very proud to be the great-great granddaughter of such a brave man.  He’s not the dashing French 

voyageur I had imagined.  He’s better!  He was a brave hero, white men trusted him with their lives, and he 

spoke all the Indian languages plus English and French.  No wonder he could steal the heart of a French girl 

from Bay City!  They eventually had eleven children, so you’d think I’d have some cousins out there 

somewhere.   

 

There are more Tremblays than any other French-Canadian family in North America.  We have made our mark 

in so many ways. Whether you identify as a Tremblay, a Trombley or Tremblé, we are all descendants of 

Pierre and Ozanne Tremblay of Il d’Orleans, Quebec.  So, what’s in a name?  No matter how you spell it, the 

surname Tremblay is your familial tie to your family’s history and the legacy we will leave behind.  

 

If you are a Tremblay, your Michigan roots began in Detroit.  Please consider joining us for Bonne Fête 

Détroit 325.  Come and meet your distant cousins and let’s discuss how we, as descendants, can help our 

Ancestral Landmark, The Trombley Centre.  À bientôt! 

 

 

Website-FaceBook-Plus 
By Charles Kocher 

Facebook (Bay County Genealogical Society-Michigan) 
 
 
In the last three months, five people have become members of the Society’s Facebook group, 
bringing the total to 409.  
 
In February, there was a query from a new member to the group, Troy King, who lives in Maine. He 
was seeking documentation that would connect an ancestor that was given a French name at birth 
and anglicized it when he migrated to the United States from Quebec, Canada. 
 
By presenting what he was seeking and the information he already knew in bullet points, he made it 
easier to find the needed information. Many people ask for help by writing in paragraph form, which 
can make it difficult to determine exactly what they are looking for. 
 
Aid was provided by group members. 
 

Website (baymigensoc.com) 
 
Following are statistics covering the period since the December, 2025, issue of the Clarion. 
 
There were one hundred and eighty-eight (188) “Site Sessions”, defined as visits to the website. One 
hundred and eighty (180) visitors came from twenty-three (23) States. Eight (8) other visitors came 
from Poland, Netherlands, Austria, United Kingdom, Germany, and Cech Republic.  
 
The top five visited pages were Home, Marriage Indexes, Meetings, Genealogy Room, and Queries. 
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Towns/Townships in Bay County 
KAWKAWLIN, MICHIGAN 

The name Kawkawlin came from an Ojibwa word which meant “Place of Pike 

(fish)”. The area was originally settled by Sauk Indians, ca 1736 and the area 

attracted fur traders and lumberjacks. The lumber industry began about 1844 

with the first mill at the mouth of the Kawkawlin River. Agriculture replaced 

lumbering after much of the land was cleared. The township formed in 1868 and 

grew with the arrival of the railroad in 1871. 

Seidler’s Corner (corner of Seidler Road and Garfield Road) was settled by 

Henry Seidler in the 1880’s.  There soon was a bustling town. It boasted a hotel, 

saloon, livery stable, blacksmith shop and a cheese factory. Today there is no 

significant commercial or notable businesses at that exact location anymore. 

In Kawkawlin H H Thomas owned and operated the Ajax Dynamite Factory. He 

processed nitroglycerine and was in business from about 1880-1890. His factory 

was rocked with two explosions over the years shaking buildings as far away as 

Standish and eventually was not rebuilt. 

An early sawmill was O A Ballou & Co, and other businesses in the area were a 

drug store, a hotel and a general store. 

Kawkawlin is in the northeastern part of Bay County but is in Monitor Township 

and not in Kawkawlin Township. Always check both townships when 

researching in the area. 

These are among the earliest families in the area:  Juillet, Goulet, Beauchamp, 

Laframboise, Rivard, Trudell, Charbonneau, Desmarais, Boucher and Trombley. 

These families often worked in lumber camps, river driving and early trading 

networks along the Kawkawlin River area. 

Many Irish and German families also settled in the Kawkawlin and Bay City area. 

Names like Sheridan, Murphy, Ryan and Schmidt, Weiss, Koch, and Bauer. 

Other settlers from New York and New England came into the area with names 

like Fraser, Hotchkiss, Bangor and Salzburg. 

The area is a true melting-pot of nationalities. 

        Article by Barb Conner 
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Past Meetings 
January 14th – Tom Koselka – Exit, Enter, Commit: Emigration, Immigration, Naturalization 

   At the end of Tom’s presentation, every one understood the differences between 

Emigration, Immigration, and Naturalization.  He highly recommends looking at the blogs on Family 

Search when you need some help. 

                             

 

February 11th – Judy Nimer – French Migrations Out of Quebec 

       Judy gave a wonderful lecture on the paths heading out of Quebec and down to the states. 

She referenced places to trace your ancestors to plus the history behind the migrations.  

 

March 11th – Cynthia Grostick – The Good, The Bad, The Ugly 

 Cynthia mostly talked about Primary & Secondary sources.  Primary are mainly documents 

made at the time – ie birth/marriage/death records.  Secondary sources are obits/tombstones/other 

family trees. She welcomes anyone with a question to email her. 
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Future Meeting Dates: 
April 8th – Bryan Whitledge – Aladdin’s Bay City Roots (Kit Homes) 

May 13th – Jim Verney – Searching for Verney Family 

June 10th – Potluck & Auction – Red, White & Blue for the 250th! 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

New On Our Website 
One of our members, Charles Reagan, has donated a wealth of his family tree 

memorabilia to our club so that people researching his tree can access the material.  I 

have taken part of it and scanned it in to my laptop.  Charlie has added it to our 

website under members only (for now) so our members can view it.  The hard copies 

have been added to our library so if you wish to look at those, please contact me.  I still 

have a bunch more to scan and I am working on a cross-reference for names so you 

can see at a glance if the name you are researching is in the collection. 

So far names in the tree include: Hoyt, Reagan, Gowan.  Cities range from 

Saginaw to Lansing.  Again, an index will be coming, sometime this summer. 

 

Thank you, Charles, for trusting us with your 

family tree. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

This is the reason I’ve been so behind in 

getting the newsletter out.  It’s softball 

season and we have to attend a lot of 

practices and games throughout the 

week.  Well, this sacrifice was paid in 

full when last week my daughter, Sandy, 

hit the ball out of the park and into the 

baseball field during a game against 

CPS! 

    Heather Leser 
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Membership Dues 

 

All membership renewals are due by the 

end of December.  Yearly dues are $20.00 

for a single person or $25.00 per 

family/one household. 

 

Meeting Schedule 

Meetings are held in the Community Room 

at Wirt Library 

Time: 5:30-7:30 pm 

September 10th  March 11th  

October 8th   April 8th 

November 5th ** May 13th 

December 3rd**  June 10th 

January 14th  July No Meeting 

February 11th  August No Meeting 

**1st Wednesday Meeting 

If Bay City Schools are canceled due to bad 

weather, our meetings are also cancelled. 

 

Library Hours 

Auburn & Pinconning 
  

Sun-Mon  Closed 
Tues-Thur 10am -8pm 
Fri-Sat 9am - 5pm 

 

Sage 
 

Mon-Tue 9am – 5pm 
Wed-Thur 12pm – 8 pm 
Fri  9am – 5pm 
Sat-Sun Closed 

 

Wirt 
Mon-Thur 10am – 8pm 
Fri-Sat 9am – 5pm 
*Sun   1pm – 5pm 

   *(Sep-May only) 
 

Contact Information 

Please send all questions to one of the 

following: 

Facebook: Bay County Genealogical Society MI 

Website: baymigensoc.com 

Email:  bcgs13@yahoo.com 

Snail Mail:  BCGS 

  P.O.Box 1366 

  Bay City, MI, 48706 

 

2024-2025 BCGS Officers 

President  Ruth Wilke 

Vice President Barb Conner 

Secretary  Judy Berner 

Treasurer  Mary McManman 

Librarian  Heather Leser 

Publishing  Heather Leser 

Clarion Editor Heather Leser 

    

 

The Wirt Genealogy Room  

Our BCGS volunteers are available on 

Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and 

Saturday from 1pm-4pm.  

There is access to Ancestry.com, 

Heritage Quest, Fold3, and 

Familysearch.org 

mailto:bcgs13@yahoo.com

