THE OCCIDENTAL HOTEL & CANDY SHOP

By Tom Carlson


The history of the Occidental Hotel in many ways parallels the growth of Muskegon.  It began as a two-story boarding house for sawmill workers at the corner of Western Avenue and Third Street.  In 1864 lumberman Lyman Mason bought the property, added a third floor and turned it into a hotel called the Hamilton House.  The venture was not successful at first and the hotel closed after only six months.  

Mason didn’t give up.  He remodeled the building and brought in hotelier N. A. Barney from Battle Creek as manager.  The refurbished hotel was reopened in 1868 as the Occidental.  A description at the time said the 25 rooms were elegantly furnished and the entire lake could be seen from the upper floor.

The hotel flourished and a wooden three-story addition was made along Third Street in 1870.  A few years later a fourth floor was added to the Western Avenue building, along with the famous balconies.  By then the Occidental was considered Muskegon’s premier establishment and contained a restaurant and ballroom.   The Occidental was usually the site for large social affairs, including the annual Lumberman’s Ball.  Apparently one of the reasons’s for the hotel’s success was the culinary skill of Mrs. Barney.

The Occidental celebrated one of its finest moments in 1881 when Republican presidential candidate James G. Blaine gave a political address from one of the hotel’s porches.  Over 15,000 witnessed the event.  The hotel also benefited when a large building, called the Wigwam, was erected on the other side of Western Avenue.  Both the Democratic and Republican parties used the Wigwam for their state conventions.

Year by year more changes and additions were made.  In 1885 a three-story brick addition was built along Western Avenue, with the ground floor used for stores and shops.  In 1892 the wooden portion of the hotel on Western was replaced with an imposing red brick and stone structure of four stories.  In the 1920s more additions were made along Third Street and Clay Avenue until the building reached its eight-story brick configuration. 

In 1936 a spectacular fire destroyed the older portion of the hotel fronting on Western Avenue.  A gas explosion in the basement may have caused the fire.  The losses was estimated at $400,000 and included the Henry Rice Clothing Store, Englewood Meat Market, People’s Cash and Credit store, the Occidental Candy shop, the Occidental barber shop, the Occidental beauty shop and the broadcast studio of WKBZ radio.  Seven people were injured but no lives were lost.  After the fire a plain brick frontage was built for the hotel facing Western Avenue, and the main entrance was shifted to Third Street.  

The Occidental was to remain the premier hotel in the city for the next several decades, as well as a hub of downtown activity.  It contained 273 guest rooms, a cafeteria, banquet room, cocktail lounge, barbershop, beauty shop and numerous stores. One of its prominent residents was Jack Reese, long time president of Continental Motors.  He and his wife stayed in one of the hotel’s 16 apartments.  

By the 1960s, the downtown was faltering and motels in the surrounding community were drawing away business from the Occidental.  The hotel closed its doors for good December 1, 1970.  It remained empty for several years while the city fathers considered ways to revitalize the downtown.  When the idea for a covered mall was formulated the hotel did not fit into the plans.  In fact it stood in the way of a proposed parking lot. The city acquired the property through condemnation in March of 1975.  

The next step was to decide how to demolish the building.  O’Rourke Wrecking was awarded the contract and decided to collapse the building using the services of Controlled Demolition, Inc.  The exact date was to be kept secret to hold down the crowds.  Meanwhile windows were boarded up on St. Paul’s church, the Michigan Theater and the Chronicle building.  Mounds of dirt were piled up around the hotel to contain the debris and barricades erected to keep spectators at least a block away.

In spite of the secrecy, word leaked out and crowds began to gather early on the morning of Sunday, April 13, 1975.  There were a number of delays and the warning siren didn’t sound until 12:30 PM.  Three minutes later on-lookers heard the sound of giant firecrackers and smoke began to emerge from the ground floor.  Slowly the walls swayed inward and within seconds the hotel was reduced to a jagged pile of rubble.  A cloud of dust settled over most of the downtown.  Surprisingly the 130-foot smokestack remained standing.  Many in the crowd applauded the spectacle, but others walked away shaking their heads at the loss of such an important Muskegon icon.

Another business often associated with the hotel was the Occidental Candy Shop.  Beginning in 1922, Peter George Balas operated the shop for 46 years.  The shop became famous for its sea foam candy and hot fudge sundaes.  Balas also served breakfast and light lunches.  The shop’s location next to the Occidental Hotel provided a popular gathering spot for generations of downtown shoppers and theatergoers.   

