HACKLEY PARK STATUES/HACKLEY PARK

By Tom Carlson

Among the many gifts that Charles Hackley bestowed on Muskegon are the statues and monuments that grace Hackley Park.   These were commissioned in memory of the Civil War and its participants.

At the center of the park stands the 76-foot tall, Soldiers and Sailors Monument, designed by Italian-born architect Joseph Carabelli, who was well known for his work in granite.  A 14-foot bronze “goddess of victory” stands atop a granite pylon, holding a flag and sword.  Four pedestals project from the base of the monument, each supporting a 7-foot high bronze figure.  The figure facing west is a sailor, to the north a cavalryman, to the east an infantryman loading his musket, and to the south an artilleryman holding a ramrod.  The monument bears the inscription: “Not conquest, but peace – To the soldiers and sailors who fought and to all patriotic men and women who helped to preserve our nation in the war of the rebellion.”

 The monument was dedicated on Memorial Day, May 30, 1892; the same day Hackley Park (or Hackley Square as it was then known) was dedicated.  The ceremonies were marked by a parade of Civil War veterans and an address by Rev. Gardner of Albion, himself a veteran of the Union Army.

In March of 1898 Charles Hackley sent a letter to the city commission proposing a set of bronze statues of Civil War heroes and offering $20,000.  These were to be the likenesses of Pres. Abraham Lincoln, Adm. William Glasgow Farragut, Gen. Ulysses S. Grant and Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman.  Hackley asked civic leaders F. A. Nims, Louis Kanitz and Rev. A. Hadden to find an artist and direct the work.  Their first choice for artist was Daniel French, who had sculpted the statue of Abraham Lincoln for the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, and the Minuteman statue in Concord, Mass.  But French was too expensive.  They settled on two highly regarded New York City artists, Charles Niehaus and J. Massey Rhind.  Niehaus was commissioned to do Lincoln and Farragut; Rhind was to do Grant and Sherman.

The Roman Bronze Works of New York cast the statues at a cost of $27,320.  The granite pedestals, designed by William Cottrell, brought the total cost of the project to $50,000.   Lincoln, seated, and with a document in his lap, was set at the southeast corner.  Farragut, naval hero of Mobile Bay, was at the northwest.  Sherman, famous for his “march to the sea,” was on the northeast.  And Grant, who commanded the Union Army at the South’s surrender, occupied the southwest.

The four statues were dedicated on Memorial Day, 1900.  Four white-gowned daughters of deceased solders were chosen to unveil them.   Ex-mayor Ansel F. Temple spoke for Hackley.  Invitations to the dedication were sent to descendants of Lincoln, Grant, Sherman and Farragut.  Gen. Grant’s daughter, Gen. Sherman’s son, the Secretary of State and various White House officials sent their regrets.  The event was covered by newspapers from Detroit, Chicago and Minneapolis.  A photo of the Lincoln statue was printed on the cover of American Art Journal, A New York publication.

In 1997 the four bronze likenesses were restored to their original chocolate brown patina, the result of a face-lift by McKay Lodge Fine Arts Conservation of Oberlin, Ohio.  The Muskegon Rotary Club, the Community Foundation for Muskegon County and other local sources funded the $51,000 renovation.  A year later the Soldiers and Sailors monument at the center of the park was refurbished at a cost of $85,000.

Hackley Park itself was originally a residential block.  A few days after Christmas in 1889 Mr. Hackley thought about the lack of a public park in the city and decided to give one.  In February, 1890, he began to purchase options on all the property bounded by Third and Fourth streets and Clay and Webster avenues.  All the houses in the block were either torn down or moved.  The largest residence, which had been built by lumberman C.D. Nelson, was moved west to become the rectory of St. Jean’s parish.  In August, 1891, Hackley asked the city to close Webster Avenue between Third and Fourth streets and add the space to the park for an $8000 fountain.  When residents on the avenue opposed the closing, Hackley withdrew the request.  The park was dedicated on Memorial Day, 1892, simultaneous with the unveiling of the Soldiers and Sailors Monument.  In 1994 the park was repaved at a cost of $200,000.  The Muskegon Rotary Club coordinated fund-raising for the project.      

