



THE ACTORS’ COLONY


In the year 1898 a large theater was built at Lake Michigan Park (now Pere Marquette Park) to attract the vaudeville circuit to Muskegon.  Vaudeville was then the popular entertainment of the day.  Acts consisted of any combination of comedy, singing, acrobatics, dancing, drama, juggling, music, story telling and performances by trained animals.


One of the “headline” comedy acts in Vaudeville at the time was that of the Keaton family.  Billed as “The Three Keatons,” the act consisted mainly of father, Joe, throwing young Buster around the stage like a rag doll, while mother, Myra, sang and played the saxophone.  Buster, though a small child, showed incredible acrobatic skills and comedic talent and quickly became the centerpiece of the show.


The Keatons first performed in Muskegon in the summer of 1902.  They were immediately attracted to the area and some years later decided to make it their summer home.  In 1907 Joe Keaton and another vaudevillian, Paul Lucier, bought property on Muskegon Lake and built cottages.  They soon convinced other show business people to join them, and thus the Actors’ Colony was born.

The Actors’ Colony was formally organized in 1908, with Joe Keaton as president and Paul Lucier, vice president.  William Rawls served as secretary-treasurer.  They built a dock for their boats and a ramshackle one-story club house which they called “Cobwebs and Rafters.”  A baseball team was also formed and competed against other local sandlot teams.


The Actors’ Colony reached its peak shortly before World War I when as many as 200 theater people had summer residences in the Bluffton and Edgewater areas.  Among the notables were: William “Mush” Rawls (who reputedly taught blackface comedy to Eddie Cantor); Big Joe Roberts, who would later act in many of Buster Keaton’s silent films, Donat and Ella Butowick, who were known as “Samaroff and Sonia” when performing their circus act; Kate and Pop Millard of “Millards Minstrels,” and “The Rosaires,” a slack-wire act performed by Billy and Anna Reynolds.


One of the most visible residents was Max Gruber and his performing animals.  He built a barn in Bluffton to house his animals when not on tour.  Gruber and his elephant, Minnie (and later little Eva), were often seen in local parades and on walks along Lakeshore Drive, even into the 1930’s.


After World War I motion pictures began to replace vaudeville as the prime entertainment for audiences.  Many of the vaudeville actors, forced into retirement, became full time residents of Bluffton.


In 1917 Buster Keaton was offered a small part in a Fatty Arbuckle movie filmed in New York, titled “The Butcher Boy.”  Arbuckle recognized Keaton’s talent and began featuring him in leading roles.


After a stint in the army, Buster Keaton headed to California to make his own silent films.  He soon convinced his family, including younger brother, Harry, and sister, Louise, to join him in California.


With the Keatons gone much of the original spirit was missing from the Actors’ Colony.  Some did stay on, however, and lived the rest of their lives there.


Years later Buster Keaton wrote about his memories of Muskegon.  “The best summers of my life were spent in the cottage Pop had built on Lake Muskegon in 1908.  This was in Bluffton, a summer colony just across the lake from the town and located on a mile-wide strip of sandy land between that lake and Lake Michigan.  Ours was a small place without modern plumbing, or even medieval plumbing.  But it was right for us, had three bedrooms, and in the kitchen the gasoline stove on which Mom learned to cook.


“Bluffton was perfect for us for another reason: there were about 18 or 20 vaudeville actors living there with their families.  That meant Mom could play all the pinochle her heart craved and Pop would not run out of fellow performers to swap tales with.  There was a bar in Pasco’s Tavern and a club to which all the actors belonged.  As for me and the younger children, we just got into bathing suits each morning on getting up and never took them off until we went to bed.”

