


     ALASKA REFRIGERATOR/NORGE


The Alaska Refrigerator Company was one of the seven original factories to locate in Muskegon Heights in 1891.  The company had been in business since 1878 in Michigan City, Indiana, and was known as the largest maker of home iceboxes at the time.  The move to Muskegon Heights was the result of incentives offered by the Muskegon Improvement Company.  John Moon, a Muskegon lumberman and majority stockholder, was named president.  The new three-story factory building measured 340 by 60 feet and faced McKinney (later Broadway) at Fifth Street. 


On April 15, 1892, Alaska Refrigerator shipped 4000 iceboxes, filling 42 large train cars.  These large shipments would become an annual event and bring favorable publicity to the company in the form of newspaper stories and photographs.


Over the next 20 years the company would expand its plant to include two factory buildings, four warehouses, lumber yard and offices.   An average of 350 people manufactured the company’s 200 styles and sizes of iceboxes.  One of the highly advertised features of 1920s Alaska iceboxes was the use of “cubed cork” insulation, replacing the earlier charcoal.


Electric refrigerators started to enter the market in the 1920’s.  The old-fashioned iceboxes began going out of style.  In the face of dwindling sales, Alaska Refrigerator was sold to Coldak Corporation in 1926.


In 1928, Coldak began offering refrigerators that could be converted to electric operation.  However, the company didn’t produce its own electric powered machines until about 1930.  In 1931, Borg-Warner purchased the company and it became part of its Norge Division.  Borg-Warner at the time manufactured a variety of appliances (under the Norge name), mostly at its factory in Detroit.  Shortly after that, appliance operations were concentrated in Muskegon Heights. 

On April 29, 1932, the company staged another of its huge one-day shipments.  That day Norge shipped more than 8000 refrigerators on five trains.  The shipment, believed to be the largest ever made from a single plant, was valued at $1.5 million.


Norge began a major expansion in Muskegon Heights in 1937.  The company purchased the property formerly occupied by Standard Malleable Iron and built a new 150,000 square foot plant along Sherman Boulevard for the manufacture and assembly of stoves.  With the expansion, plant capacity reached 4000 units per day.  Employment in 1938 was estimated at 4500, making Norge the largest employer in Muskegon at the time.


With the onset of WWII Norge converted to war work.  It supplied gun mounts for the U. S. Navy, and also produced armor plating and ammunition boxes.  The former Lindeman plant on Lakeshore Drive was taken over and became Norge Machine Products, also making war equipment.


After the war Norge returned to the manufacture of appliances, but also produced a number of military parts for aircraft. 


In 1960, Borg-Warner began building a one million square-foot plant in Ft. Smith, Arkansas.  Initially the plant was intended to manufacture a new line of gas-powered refrigerators and other gas appliances.  But when the appliance market softened and the anticipated demand for gas refrigerators never developed, the company decided to consolidate all its appliance operations in Arkansas.


In July of 1961, Norge shut down its Muskegon Heights operations for good.  This was a crushing blow to the city.  Only about 200 of the 1800 employees were offered the opportunity to transfer to Arkansas. 

