WESTERN AVENUE FIRES

By Tom Carlson


Over the years some spectacular fires have taken place along Western Avenue.  The three largest occurred within a decade.


The first of the three happened March 4, 1936 and destroyed the older part of the Occidental Hotel at Western and Third.   It was believed the fire started from a gas explosion in the basement clothes pressing room at 6:25 a.m.  Although fifty-nine patrons occupied that section of the building, no lives were lost, thanks to the efforts of hotel employees. 


Frank McCormick, a night clerk, discovered the blaze, and after turning in the alarm, rang the telephones in all the rooms.   Bellboys ran through the corridors knocking on doors and shouting warnings.   Hotel manager, Edward Swett, acclaimed Benjamin Johnson, a shoeshine and washroom worker as one of several heroes.  Johnson was later hospitalized with burns to his face and hands.  Bellboy, LeVoid MacCutcheon, fought his way to the third floor, roused sleepers and assisted them to the fire escape.  He then crawled along an outside ledge and broke windows to let air into smoke-filled room.  


Several guests were forced to jump from windows on the second and third floors.  One slid to safety by way of a drainpipe.


Property damage from the fire was estimated at $400,000.  Among the businesses destroyed were the Occidental Candy Shop, Peoples Credit Clothing, Occidental Barber Shop, Occidental Beauty Shop, Anderson Shoe Shop, Rice Clothing, Englewood Meat Market, and the broadcast studio of station WKBZ.   The radio station was able to go back on the air a few hours after the fire, using a vacant store on the Clay Avenue side of the hotel.  Though suffering smoke and water damage, the newer eight-story section of the Occidental was saved.


 Less than a year later two of the city’s best-known department stores, Grossman’s and Kline’s, were destroyed by fire.  The blaze was discovered about 2:15 a.m. on February 6, 1937, in the basement of Kline’s by janitor Ezekiel Hemphill.  All the fire apparatus in the city was sent in.  Muskegon Heights and Grand Haven fire departments also responded.  


Whipped by 25-mile an hour winds, the fire quickly broke into the upper floors of the Kline store.  Firemen fought to keep the flames from reaching the Grossman store but it was a losing battle.  No firewall separated the two stores and Grossman’s was soon ablaze.  An explosion at the rear of the Grossman building blew off the roof and sent a shower of bricks into the alley.  Firemen thought a boiler caused the explosion.  The front wall of the Kline building collapsed onto Western Avenue, threatening firemen and onlookers, but all escaped safely.


The fire was finally brought under control about 5 a.m. as it reached the fire wall of National Lumberman’s Bank.   The loss was estimated at upwards of $400, 00.  Following the blaze, Isaac Grossman said construction of a new store would start as quickly as possible.  The Kline Company said it would discontinue operations.  Federal Department store later occupied the site of Kline’s.


The most costly fire in Muskegon history took place on Friday evening, February 22, 1946.  Often referred to as “the Hardy’s fire,” the conflagration destroyed most of the block on Western between First and Second streets.  Damage was estimated at $1.5 million.


Apparently the fire started in the basement of the Hardy store about 9 p.m. when papers in a storage area ignited.  The fire spread upward quickly through the wooden floors of the building.  As the blaze grew, fire fighters from Muskegon Heights, North Muskegon and Muskegon Township were called in.  

The Hardy’s fire was probably the most watched of any in the city’s history.  Downtown shoppers, moviegoers from the Regent and Michigan theaters and spectators from a Muskegon-Grand Haven basketball game gathered at the scene until the crowd reached an estimated 25,000 people.  

The fire was not fully under control until the early morning hours.  Among the businesses destroyed were Daniels, Krautheim’s, Mangel’s, Buel’Shoes, Neumond Hosiery, Wright Jewelers, the Schlossman theater offices and Walgreens.  Although the Montgomery Ward and Grant stores were saved, both suffered extensive water and smoke damage.

After the fire, Hardy’s resumed operations at five different locations.   Eventually a new store was completed at the original site and became Hardy-Herpolsheimers.  

