



   LYMAN G. MASON

Lyman Gates Mason, sometimes called the “Father of Muskegon,”  earned the title because of his involvement in almost every endeavor in the city’s early history.

Mason got his start far from Muskegon.  He was born in Belchertown, Massachusetts, June 22, 1829.  After completing about eight years of education, he worked as a store clerk in Worcester for some years.   Then he sailed to San Francisco during the “gold rush” year of 1850.  In California he served as a customs inspector, pony express agent, lumberman, well driller and hardware salesman.

Mason returned to New England in 1854.  A year later he visited Muskegon.  Seeing the opportunities in the lumber business, Mason built a small sawmill in partnership with C. H. Goodman.  A year later Mason purchased his partner’s interest in the mill and operated it until 1860.  He built a second mill next to the first and operated that for four years, after which time it was sold to the Bigelow brothers.  In 1864, Mason formed a partnership with Charles Davis and they erected a modern sawmill at the foot of Fourth Street.  They operated this mill successfully for 14 years.  In 1878, Thayer Lumber took over the operation of the sawmill, though Mason continued a financial interest in the business.

In the spring of 1864, Mason undertook the improvement of Muskegon Lake as a harbor.  Using $50,000 collected from other lumbermen and business leaders, the channel to Lake Michigan was deepened and piers were built.  Mason also used his friendship with Captain A. E. Goodrich to secure steamship service between Muskegon and Chicago.

Mason also helped organize the Muskegon Booming Company in 1864.  That company brought the logs down the Muskegon River and delivered them to the various sawmills around the lake.  Mason acted as a director of the enterprise for many years.

Muskegon had no railroad before 1869.  Recognizing the need for railway links to the outside world, Mason formed the Muskegon and Ferrysburg Railroad Company in that year.  It was largely through Mason’s efforts that Muskegon secured another important railroad link, the Toledo, Saginaw and Muskegon Railroad, which eventually became part of the Grand Trunk system.  In 1872, Mason proposed building a railroad to Big Rapids which would serve lumber interests.  It was duly organized with Mason as president.

In 1867, Mason converted a rooming house at the corner of Third Street and Western Avenue into a hotel.  With various improvements and additions, that building evolved into the Occidental, which was for many years Muskegon’s premier hotel.

In 1872, Mason built Muskegon’s first opera house.  He was also instrumental in the establishment of the city’s first water works, constructed in 1875.  Mason built the Lyman Block at the corner of First Street and Western Avenue in 1888.  The four-story building with its prominent clock tower was the largest structure in Muskegon for its time.

Mason was quite active in the education of the community.  He served as a member of the Muskegon school board from 1872 to 1878.  Central School was erected largely through his efforts.

Mason was also prominent in civic affairs.  After Muskegon was incorporated as a village in 1861, he was elected as the first village president by a vote of 120 out of 121.  He would later serve as city alderman and as mayor in 1886.

Mason’s business interests ran from dry goods to banking.  He was one of the organizers and directors of Muskegon National Bank, which later became Hackley Union Bank.  Other titles included president of Muskegon Gas and Light, president of Muskegon Chemical Fire Engine Company, and president of Muskegon Car Company.

In 1873, Lyman Mason married Ella Louise Mason, a cousin who had moved to Muskegon from Massachusetts with her family some years earlier.  Together they had five children.

Mason’s full and active life came to an end December 14, 1898, after a brief illness.  He was 69.

