LAKE MICHIGAN PARK/PERE MARQUETTE PARK

By Tom Carlson


The place we now know as Pere Marquette Park began as Lake Michigan Park in 1890.  That was the year the city’s electric streetcars, operated by the Muskegon Traction and Lighting Co., were put in operation, and a line was run from downtown Muskegon to Lake Michigan.  The streetcar line ended in a shady area up from the beach, about where Bluffton School is today.  At then entrance, a comfort pavilion, lunch counter and picnic areas greeted passengers.  A second pavilion, on the beach itself, offered bathhouses and a place to sit and enjoy the lake breezes.  The cost to ride the streetcar was only 5 cents.


The popularity of the new park quickly exceeded expectations and trains of up to six cars were needed to transport the crowds.  It became the favorite picnic spot for church groups and schools, not just on Sundays but other days of the week.  Year by year the pavilions were enlarged and attractions added.  By 1897 a theater was offering burlesque and comedy acts.  The Opera House Orchestra and the Fred Beerman band provided music for dancing and concerts.


In 1903 a greatly enlarged theater pavilion was built.  It contained seats for 1200 on the upper level and a restaurant and bowling alley on the ground level.  Major vaudeville acts from around the country were being booked for the summer months.  Visiting performers saw the beauty of the area and bought cottages and summer homes.  This in turn led to the actor’s colony in Bluffton.


In the spring of 1907 a large figure-eight roller coaster was built, followed by a merry-go-round and Ferris wheel.  Other attractions included a roller-skating rink and a miniature train.  For a time a railroad line ran along the beach to Lake Harbor, but that operation fought a losing battle with shifting sands and was discontinued.


Lake Michigan Park continued as a major tourist attraction into the early 1920s.  But as the automobile became more popular, rider ship on the streetcars declined.  The park was neglected.  At some point ownership passed from Muskegon Traction and Lighting to the Pere Marquette Railroad.   In 1926 the first of the concrete ovals (called Sunset Circles) was built.  The second was constructed a year later.  By then the roller coaster and other amusements rides were gone.


On August 3, 1927, the Pere Marquette Railroad formally turned over ownership of the park to the city.  In a day long celebration the park was formally rededicated as Pere Marquette Park.  The new name honored not the railroad but the French Jesuit missionary who visited the shores of Lake Michigan in 1675.  The day of celebration included speeches, concerts, parachute drops and a balloon ascension. 


In the fall of 1928 the streetcars ended their runs to Lake Michigan.  The following year a new brick pavilion and bathhouse was built.  The old wooden pavilions were torn down.  About the same time a camping area was established near the channel.  The campground was especially popular for local residents during World War II, when travel was restricted due to gasoline rationing.  In 1951 the camp area was discontinued due to declining revenues.


Sometime in the 1930s concession stands were built in the park.  The best known of the concession operators was Jim Coscarelli.  Coscarelli ran the concessions from 1948 to 1970 and was know to many as “the mayor of Pere Marquette Park,” or, as he himself preferred, “the Popcorn Man.”  


Over the years Pere Marquette Park has been the scene of many Labor Day picnics, political rallies and community celebrations.  The ovals still maintain their appeal to those out for a Sunday drive or a view of the setting sun.

