    HACKLEY LIBRARY

By Tom Carlson

Charles Hackley’s very first gift to Muskegon was a new library.  At a meeting of the school board, May 25, 1888, he offered the public schools of the city $100,000 for “a suitable and commodious building for a public library and reading room.”   Hackley’s only condition was that the library be maintained free to the public forever.  The school board immediately passed a resolution specifying the new institution be called Hackley Public Library and ordering the public schools to set aside May 25th of each year to commemorate the anniversary of the gift.


Hackley originally planned for the land and building to cost $50,000.  The remaining $50,000 was to be invested and the income used to purchase books.  Later, when he realized the original amount would be inadequate, he added an additional $25,000.


The school board requested architectural drawings for the new library and offered $500 for those accepted.  The board chose the design from the firm of Patton and Fisher, of Chicago, featuring a Romanesque building made of granite trimmed with brownstone.


The cornerstone was laid May 25, 1889, exactly one year after the gift.  Members of the school board, county and city officials, other notables, and children carrying flags, marched from Central School to the building site.  A.C. McLaughlin, a graduate of Muskegon High School and then a young professor at the University of Michigan, provided the oration.


The new library was completed October 15, 1890, setting off another great public celebration.  Public schools, city and county offices closed for the day and other businesses suspended their activities at noon.  Mr. Hackley greeted invited guests in the library reference room and then all moved to the Opera House for speeches and celebration.   As part of the dedication festivities, artist E. A. Turner painted a portrait picturing several hundred Muskegon pioneers and early settlers.  That portrait now resides in the main reading room of the library.


In 1902, a two-story addition was made to the rear of the building and fitted with steel stacks for books.  The upper level of the stacks featured the famous glass floor.


Hackley maintained an interest in the library throughout his life.   When he died in 1905 his body was laid in state on the upper floor of the library for public viewing.


Originally Hackley had intended the upper floor of the building to be used as an art gallery.  In 1922 the second floor was made into the children’s department, with its own librarian.  That same year the main floor was reorganized to allow patrons direct access to the library shelves.  Before that books had to be ordered at a charge desk.


In 1990, the community mounted an almost year long celebration, commemorating the 100th anniversary of the library’s dedication.  Invitations were sent to descendents of those pictured in the E. A. Turner portrait.  Almost 80 of those descendents attended the reenactment of the dedication ceremony on July 20, 1990, in which Charles Hackley III read the letter announcing his great-grandfather’s $100,000 gift.  As a part of the commemoration, artist Wilfred Berg was commissioned to finish his murals in the children’s reading room.  Berg had painted the first mural in 1934 for the Works Progress Administration before funding ran out.   As another part of the commemoration, a replica of The Book of Kells was purchased and placed in the library.


Although not part of the centennial celebration, the Torrent House was also purchased in 1990 and made an annex to the library.


The library officially split from the school district for the first time in its history in March, 2002.

