ST. MARY’S CHURCH

By Tom Carlson


The first Catholic services in the Muskegon area were conducted about 1834 at a chapel built by Ottawa Indians near Bluffton.  How long the Indian chapel survived is not known.  By the 1850s Catholic Mass was being said by visiting priests at the trading post of William Lasley on Muskegon Lake.  Already there were several sawmills on the lake and the population was growing.


In 1856, Father. Edward Van Pammel, pastor of St. Andrew’s in Grand Rapids, saw the need for a permanent church in Muskegon.  Land was purchased (or donated) on the southeast corner of Clay and First Street.  Mill owner, George Ruddiman, whose wife was Catholi, donated lumber.  The first building was small, perhaps 20 by 30 feet, with now windows.  Planks laid across shingle blocks served as pews.  The new church was called St. Mary’s.


It was until 1865, with the arrival of Fr. Henry Rievers, that St. Mary’s had its own permanent pastor.  The town continued to grow as more sawmills were built along the lakefront.  In 1871 transepts were added to the church, doubling its capacity.  That same year a school, measuring 26 by 40, was constructed in back of the church.  Within a few months 100 students were in attendance.  An addition to the school was made two years later.


In 1877 Fr. Rievers died and Fr. VanPammel, who had put up the first church building 21 years before, returned to Muskegon as pastor.  He brought the Sisters of St. Dominic to teach in St. Mary’s school.  They would serve in that capacity for almost 100 years.


By 1880 St. Mary’s parish had considerable numbers of French and German families.  According to one story, Fr. VanPammel, at a crowded Christmas Mass, suggested it was time for those groups to begin their own parishes.  The cornerstones of St. Jean’s (French) and St. Joseph’s (German) were laid on the same day in 1883.


In spite of the loss of French and German families, a new and larger church was needed for St. Mary’s.  Land was cleared on the northeast corner of Webster and First Street and cornerstone was laid in 1889.  There were at that time about 300 families in the parish.


Work on the new church proceeded slowly.  Muskegon was going through tough economic times as the timber ran out and sawmills shut down.  The Pine Street fire of 1891 and the financial panic of 1893 added to the difficulties.  It wasn’t until August of 1896 that the new brick and stone church would be completed.  By then Fr. VanPammel had died.


For the next 45 years a pair of Irish priests—first Fr. Thomas Whalen and then younger brother Kyran Whalen—guided St. Mary’s (the so-called “Irish parish”).  During their tenures a new 12-grade school building would be erected, along with a large meeting hall, a sister’s convent and a new priest’s rectory.  Despite the formation of three new parishes during that time, Lady of Grace, Sacred Heart and St. Michael’s, St Mary’s continued to be the largest Catholic parish in town.


With the opening of Catholic Central in 1953, St. Mary School was reduced to eight grades.  Two new parishes, St. Francis in Norton Shores and St. Thomas in east Muskegon, were drawing away significant numbers of parishioners.  Also the downtown business district began to decline in the 1960s and 70s.  When a new parish was started in 1975 at North Muskegon, Prince of Peace, it appeared St. Mary’s would have to close.  But a program, called “Project Survival,” initiated by Fr. William Hoogterp, rallied the church members and St. Mary’s continued on.


Just recently St. Mary’s concluded a successful fund drive under the leadership of Fr. Ernest Bernott.  Trusses in the roof will be rebuilt, the stain glass windows will be repaired and the church redecorated in time for its 150-year celebration in 2006.

