MUSKEGON WOMAN’S CLUB

By Tom Carlson


The Muskegon Woman’s Club had its beginning in the lumber era.  On Oct. 17, 1890, Mrs. William McMillan invited five friends to her home to discuss the feasibility of organizing a club.  Its purpose would be to study history and engage in projects of concern to women.  Each of the women was asked to bring five friends to a second meeting.


A week later a constitution was adopted and officers elected, with Mrs. S. H. Gray named as first president and Mrs. Thomas Hume vice-president.  Membership was to be limited to 48 at the start, divided into four divisions.  At the third meeting the program for the year was mapped out.  The women planned to study the history of all nations and would begin with Egypt.


During the first year meetings were held in the homes of members, in the parlor of the First Congregational church, the guild hall of St. Paul’s Episcopal church, the YMCA (then located over the old post office), and in meeting rooms of the Mason block and the Russell block.  The early roster included such familiar names as Dana, Erwin, Hackley, Hammond, Keating, Mann, McCracken and Temple.  


The rule limiting the number of members was soon suspended and in 1893 each division had 14 or 15 women, and membership was increasing continuously.  The club joined a general federation Sept. 8, 1893, and became associated with the State Federation March 22, 1895.  There was an abundance of talent in the group and they staged plays and cantatas and sponsored lectures.  The club brought before its members such notables as Lucinda Stone and Jane Addams.


The need for a permanent home became more apparent year by year.  In 1898 the first step was taken when a lot at the corner of Webster and Second Street was purchased for $1000.  The women hoped to raise enough for the building by giving suppers and entertainments, but the fund grew slowly.  In March of 1902 Minnie Smith, widow of well-known Muskegon lawyer Francis Smith, offered the club $8,000 for the erection of its own clubhouse.


The building was completed and dedicated Feb. 17, 1903.  The new building was a source of great pride to the members, as it was believed to be the first in the state.  In addition to the original $8,000, Mrs. Smith gave $2,000 in January of 1903, and on the day of the dedication offered $2,818.41 to cover the balance, thus making the entire building her gift.  Mrs. Hackley donated a grand piano, Mrs. Crosby a president’s chair and Mrs. Nims a stove for the kitchen.


At the dedication Mrs. Smith was showered with flowers and a chain of violets was placed about her neck.  She responded with her vision of the club: “I have lived in Muskegon 36 years and have formed warm attachments to the people and city.  I want this building open to the needs of every woman in Muskegon who cares to come here.  It has been my cherished dream for several years past, the building of the club home for us all; and I am so thankful and happy to see it realized.  I fervently hope we women will all be unselfish and united in planning and working to carry it on successfully and meet its expenses.  I hope the dancing feet of little children will often entertain here; that young girls will form clubs and love to flock here.  That generous woman will meet in the tearoom upstairs to sew for the poor; that classes of girls will be taught cooking here.  That this hall will ring with music and echo with songs.  Oh, I can’t begin to tell you how many hopes I have for its future usefulness.  I can say no more, ladies, the club house stands here to speak for me.”


By 1928 membership in the Woman’s club had reached between 400 and 500 and included a Junior Department.  


In 1961 the Muskegon Woman’s Club was merged with its counterpart in Muskegon Heights to become the Greater Muskegon Woman’s Club.


By 1986 membership in the Junior Department had dwindled and was merged back into the one club.


Over the years the Woman’s club has engaged in a wide variety of civic and philanthropic projects, including the purchase of books for libraries and the support of scholarship programs.  It continues to be very active in the community.


The building itself has undergone several modernizations but remains essentially the same as the day it was dedicated.  A portrait of Minnie Smith now hangs over the fireplace.  In the year 2003 a historical marker was placed in front of the building, noting its 100th year at the corner of Webster and Second Street. 

