





MARTIN RYERSON


Martin Ryerson came to Muskegon penniless but became the city’s first lumber millionaire.


The son of a poor farmer, Ryerson was born January 6, 1818, near Patterson, New Jersey.  He had little schooling but was ambitious and, at the age of 16, set out for the west.  Taking jobs along the way, he continued to Grand Rapids.  There he worked for Louis Campau, a local trader.


In May of 1836, Ryerson walked to Muskegon by way of Grand Haven.  He encountered Joseph Troutier who owned a farm and trading post on the Muskegon River at Maple Island.  Troutier hired Ryerson as cook and chore boy at a wage said to be $8 per month.


Troutier was half Native American and his wife a full-blooded Ottawa.  Ryerson quickly learned the Ottawa language and adopted some of their customs.  He also became friends with the many Native Americans who still lived around Muskegon Lake.


Ryerson stayed in the employ of Troutier for about three years and then worked for Louis Baddaux, another trader.  About that time, Ryerson married a Chippewa woman.  They bought a farm some miles up the river and carried on a fur trade.


By 1841, the fur trade in the area was dying out.  In partnership with S. J. Green, another newcomer to Muskegon, Ryerson contracted to run a small sawmill.  The mill, owned by P. T. Newell, was one of the first on Muskegon Lake.


For the next four years Ryerson learned the lumber business.  He gained a reputation for long hours and hard work.  In 1845, he bought the sawmill in partnership with J. H. Knickerbocker.  Two years later, Robert Morris of Grand Rapids succeeded Knickerbocker as Ryerson’s partner.


Ryerson’s connections with the Native American tribes allowed him to locate and purchase some of the most valuable timber tracts in the region.  As a result, Ryerson’s lumber business became very profitable.


Ryerson is credited with building the first direct wagon road from Muskegon to Grand Rapids.  This was done at Ryerson’s expense and was completed in 1847.  Before that time, travelers reached Grand Rapids by going along Lake Michigan to Grand Haven and then following the Grand River.


Ryerson’s first wife died giving birth to their only child, a daughter named Mary.  He then married Louisa Duverney, the daughter of a French-Canadian man living in Grand Haven.  That marriage was short-lived as Louisa died within a year.  Ryerson’s third marriage was to Mary Campau, daughter of Antoine Campau of Grand Rapids.  Ryerson and his wife had one child, a son named Martin Antoine Ryerson, born at the Campau homestead of Grand Rapids in 1856.


By 1851, Ryerson was considered a millionaire.  That year he moved to Chicago and organized a wholesale lumber business, but still maintained his business interests in Muskegon.  He took on two new partners, Charles Hills and Henry Getty, to manage his sawmills on Muskegon Lake under the name of Ryerson, Hills and Company.


In Chicago, Ryerson used much of his lumber wealth to invest in property and real estate.


Some time in the early 1880s, Ryerson commissioned a bronze statue to honor the Ottawa people.  He intended to have the statue erected in Muskegon, but a dispute with city officials caused him to withdraw the offer.  Muskegon officials claimed Ryerson had done little for the city which had given him his start and had in fact not paid all of his taxes.  Eventually the statue, which cost $20,000, was placed in Chicago’s Lincoln Park.


Martin Ryerson died September 6, 1887.  His wife, Mary Campau Ryerson, survived until 1907.  Their son, Martin Antoine Ryerson, became a noted Chicago philanthropist and was instrumental in establishing the Art Institute of Chicago.  In 1926, Martin Antoine deeded the property known as the Indian Cemetery on Morris Avenue to the City of Muskegon.  He also donated some of his art collection to the Hackley Art Gallery.

