HARDY’S & GROSSMAN’S DEPARTMENT STORES

By Tom Carlson

For the better part of a century Muskegon’s downtown was graced by two leading department stores, Hardy’s and Grossman’s.  Each in its way became a Muskegon institution.

Hardy’s had its beginning in the spring of 1881 when George Corwin, of Detroit, took over a small store on the south side of Western Avenue between First and Second streets.  William D. Hardy was selected to operate the new dry goods business as junior partner.  The store occupied just 22 feet of frontage with a depth of 135 feet. The store prospered, in part because Hardy made it a practice to greet customers individually.  After a few years Hardy bought out the Corwin interests and ran the business under his own name.


In 1892 Hardy formed a new partnership with William Leahy and expanded the size of the store.  That same year the store began the tradition of closing the store one day each summer for an employee picnic.  When Leahy left in 1902 to re-enter business on his own in Ohio, Paul Beardsley and William Thornton were engaged as partners.  Beardsley would later leave to help form Sealed Power Corporation.  In 1916 the store was incorporated with Thornton as president.  


In 1919 William Hardy died and his widow, Minnie, became more active in running the business.  She later would become president in 1935 and serve in that capacity until her death in 1940.


The 1930s saw an expansion of Hardy’s despite the depression.  In 1930 the size of the store was doubled and a new modern facade was erected along 88 feet of frontage. The store occupied three floors at that time.  


In February of 1946 a huge fire completely destroyed Hardy’s along with much of the rest of the business block.  Plans were immediately made to rebuild. In the meantime Hardy’s carried on business at five different locations, including the Arcade Terminal building.  Shortly after the fire the store joined with Herpolsheimers of Grand Rapids to form a new partnership under the ownership of Allied Stores.   The new store opened in November of 1948 and featured extensions onto Clay Avenue and First Street.  The first escalator in the area was also introduced.


When the downtown mall was built in 1976, Hardy-Herps, as it was called, became one of the anchor stores.  The Muskegon store celebrated its 100th anniversary under the leadership of Al Flogge in 1981.  Flogge had joined the company in 1960 as a buyer.  

As business in the downtown diminished, Hardy-Herps declined as well.  The store changed ownership in 1987 and for a time operated under the old Hardy’s name.  The store closed for good in October of 1989.

The beginning of Grossman’s Department Store couldn’t have been less pretentious.  In May of 1907 Isaac Grossman rented a 22 by 28 foot space on the south side of Western, about midway between Jefferson and Terrace.  Though the country was in a financial depression at the time, the store prospered, selling such items as celluloid collars and blue serge suits.  Little by little floor space was added.

The 1920s brought prosperity to the Midwest and to Grossman’s as well.  Several expansions were undertaken during this period, including the purchase of the adjoining Jiroch and Christie buildings.  Isaac and his wife, Sadie, were by then well known in the community and played an active role in many local charities.

In 1937 Grossman’s suffered a hard blow when fire completely destroyed the store along with the nearby Kline’s Department Store.  Kline’s went out of business but Grossman built a new $200,000 store on the original site.  Muskegon residents of the time will recall the store’s unique double front of show windows and the popular second floor mezzanine.

In 1941 Isaac Grossman died, leaving the management of the store to his sons Herman and Louis Grossman, and son-in-law Samuel Klayf.  The WWII years saw continued prosperity in spite of the shortage of many goods.  Immediately after the war the old Vanderwerp’s building across the street was taken over to become Grossman’s Furniture.

During the 1950s Grossman’s often marked the beginning of the Christmas shopping season with a parade down Western Avenue followed by Santa climbing to the roof of the store from a fire truck.  The store was probably at its peak in those years, with annual sales of nearly $3 million and over 150 employees.  A store was even operated in Battle Creek for a time.

By the middle 1960s Grossman’s began to decline along with the rest of the downtown.  In March of 1970 the store closed, citing labor woes and a drop in sales.   

