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By Dawn Westcomb Kelley - 
 
HAPPY 50th ANNIVERSARY MUSKEGON COUNTY GENEALOGICAL SOCIETY 2022!  

 
Spring is just around the corner, thank goodness! 
  
Most people do spring and fall cleaning or have good intentions to do it.  I 
have learned over the years to try to do it at least once a month. To the ex-
tent I am successful, the clutter is reduced. Whatever it is, if I cannot use it, 
I do not keep it. When we receive mail, we look at it right away and it does 
not stack up to look at it later, we recycle or shred. I have files for everything 
we own and for my husband I have a file box with named files for each of 
his tools that are in the garage. If we have to replace anything new of the 
same product, I replace old paper and copy the sale slip.     

 
Family genealogy is almost the same as getting yourself organized doing spring and fall cleaning in 
home. You become over whelm of all the things you have to do to get organized. Do not look at it as 
just clutter with large piles of papers it is more than that. Start out with just a small pile each day and 
put them in their proper place, recycle, shed or put them in their proper folders. Soon you will be 
able to keep up with it. 
 
We are excited to help you get started on your one-on-one research. Contact the society at 
1972mcgs@gmail.com or call the Local History & Genealogy Dept. at 231-722-8016.  Tuesday 
through Saturday 10:00a.m. - 12:00 and 1:00p.m – 4:00p.m. BY APPOINTMENT ONLY! 
  
Stay safe and healthy! 
 
1950 Federal Census 
Our family will be on the 1950 Federal Census, how exciting. The 1950 releasing April 1. If you 

would like to know, what questions are on the 1950 Federal Census here is link: https://

www.archives.gov/research/census/1950/questions-asked   

 

(Continued on page 2) 
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TIP - From Family Tree Magazine 
The inaccuracy of early maps and land grants often created land disputes in New England’s Colo-
nial era. At one time, Connecticut and Massachusetts both claimed part of Rhode Island, so rec-
ords from the southern part of that state are found in all three states. Most New England states had 
similar boundary disputes with their neighbors. 
 
Create a free online memorial 
Memories are fragile. Conversations fade. Photos are scattered. That is why we created a single, 
simple place to collect and preserve memories. The result is a rich tapestry of stories and photos, 
preserved for family and friends for years to come.  Completely Free! https://
www.werememberdev.com 
 

Roots Tech conference is 3 - 5 March 2022. Again, this year it is Online and Free. 

Go to https://www.familysearch.org/rootstech/next/registration to register. 

 

 

 

WHITE CITY & CONEY ISLAND 

of Muskegon County 
By Frances Harrington 
 

In case you’ve never heard of White City or Coney Island, here is a short overview. White City was 
the nickname given to the 1893 Chicago Columbian Exposition (Chicago World’s Fair). It covered 
about 690 acres and featured about 200 temporary buildings that were white-washed (hence, the 
name White City). The exposition lasted about 6 months before the structures were removed. Then 
in 1905, Chicago built a large recreational area (amusement park) that covered 14 acres. The 
buildings were all lined with white lights and they gave it the name White City, again.  In New York, 
Coney Island is a peninsula neighborhood and entertainment area, consisting of a seaside resort 
and amusement parks that were started in the middle to late 1800s in the southern part of Brook-
lyn. Dozens of other parks, throughout the country, have since been called by these names. 
 
What does any of this have to do with Muskegon, you ask? Around 1900 – 1913, there were a cou-
ple of “White Cities” in Muskegon County. One was on the shores of Lake Harbor and the other on 
White Lake. These were “tent communities” made up of wealthy vacationers, many of them from 
Chicago.  They would spend part of the summer here, camping in their tents, and return home be-
fore the fall.  Later, those “tent communities” were replaced by actual cottages and resort areas 
and no longer referred to as White City. But those are not what this story is about. As for Coney 
Island, (other than restaurants with that name) I only found one “Coney Island” in Muskegon. 
 

(Continued from page 1) 

(Continued on page 3) 

Muskegon County Clerk’s Office is open to the public for Family History                      
Information contained on Muskegon County Marriage and Death Certificates:  

 Monday through Thursday: 8:30am to 4:00pm 
 Friday: 8:30am to 3:00pm     

  Do you need assistance? 

  Muskegon County Genealogical Society is on site to help and answer questions.                     

  Every Wednesday from 1:00pm to 4:00pm  
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During the lumber era, at the very end of Ottawa Street, is an area of land with Muskegon Lake to 
the west and the south branch of the Muskegon River to the north and was occupied by the 
“Muskegon Booming Company” (A corporation organized under the laws of the State for the pur-
pose of driving, rafting, booming, and delivering logs. These logs were sorted in the booms at the 
east side of Muskegon Lake, according to the lumber owner’s mark stamped on the ends, then 
chained together, and transported to the appropriate sawmill). The land was owned by John Torrent 
and consisted of buildings to feed and house the thousands of men who carried on the day-to-day 
operations of the Booming Company. Along with the larger branches of the river, smaller branches 
or creeks were winding throughout the area, causing what seemed like small islands.  The Booming 
Company eventually closed down and Mr. Torrent had very little use for the land after the decline of 
the lumbering era. The mess halls, sleeping quarters, and outbuildings were abandoned. The struc-
tures that weren’t demolished eventually became a refuge for some of the homeless people of Mus-
kegon. Later, people began to build shacks of their own on the property and started these little 
“shanty towns”.  These people had no legal title to the land, didn’t pay taxes and were referred to as 
“squatters”. 
 
There was an old road and bridge that connected Muskegon and North Muskegon before they put in 
the causeway or US 31. It seems the road had a few different names throughout the years, such as 
Old Bridge Road, Old State Rd to Whitehall, Old North Muskegon Road, Corduroy Road, etc. The 
shantytowns used that old road as a point of separation. They jokingly referred to the land west of 
the road as “Coney Island” and the east side as “White City”. I said jokingly because Muskegon’s 
White City and Coney Island were the furthest thing from resort areas or amusement parks that you 
could imagine. 
 
In doing my research, I wasn’t able to find when these “towns” actually started or ended. I did find 
out that there were, at times, over 100 of these shacks on the river flats (and not just on the old 
Booming Company lands). All of my information about White City and Coney Island came from arti-
cles out of the Muskegon Chronicle.  I didn’t find anything in any of the Muskegon History books 
about these towns.  It’s as if they wanted to pretend these shanty towns never existed (apparently, 
they were not a good selling point for the city). None of the articles I found were very flattering about 
the shacks or the people who lived in them. What I’m going to do is give you a small look into some 
of the lives of the residents of White City and Coney Island.  I’m sure many decent people ended up 
in these shanty towns for one reason or another. I imagine there were good stories to be told but I 
didn’t find any of them in the Chronicle. It seems, just like today, bad news sells more papers than 
good news. 
 
Some of the shacks were used as homes not just for individuals but families also. Early on, most 
were 1 or 2 rooms…not bedrooms…rooms, or maybe “areas” would be a better way to describe 
them. Many were built flat on the ground, with no running water, dirt or plank floors, and possibly a 
small window or two and no electricity. They had a wood-burning stove that was used for heat and 
cooking too. Some of these buildings were used as taverns and/or as rooming houses which were 
referred to as “clubs”.   The streets on which these shacks were located were not official streets 
listed with the city but simply two tracks. Many were covered with planks of wood, sawdust, or old 
logs to keep the travelers from getting stuck in the mud, especially after periods of rain or if the river 
rose over its banks. A 1913 article referred to these as huts of the flimsiest type, and that many of 
these people needed city aid just to get along.     
 
Another problem in this area had to do with truancy. If you lived in the Coney Island side, you were 
within the City of Muskegon boundaries, and your children could go to the city schools which were 
only a few blocks away. If you lived on the White City side, that meant you were part of Muskegon 
Township and your children had to walk at least 3 miles to go to school, so, many parents didn’t 
make their children go, which made truancy a big problem. At the time of this 1915 article, they were 

(Continued from page 2) 

(Continued on page 4) 
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trying to make arrangements for the White City children to go to city schools, by way of the township 
paying a small tuition to the City of Muskegon.   
 
Some men operated “clubs” which could include anything from liquor sales to prostitution to board-
ing houses. These places were more tolerated by law enforcement in the winter months because 
they gave many of the homeless men a place to stay during the cold weather. 
 
In 1917, according to the Chronicle, “The tracks of a one-legged man using crutches, two chicken 
heads lying in front of the accused house, and two chickens broiling on the stove” was the evidence 
the Sherriff needed to charge Pete Christian, a squatter at White City, with chicken stealing. The 
crutch marks in the snow made it easy to track Pete and his two accomplices from Mrs. Hutton’s 
home, where the chickens had been stolen, to Pete’s house. 
 
“Misery, Degradation and Cruelty Common in Coney Island District” was subtitled in an article writ-
ten by Fred McCrea, to get people to donate to the programs at the Rescue Mission at Christmas 
time 1917. The reporter and a representative of the Rescue Mission visited a home in Coney Island 
where a woman and her husband lived with two small children, and another on the way. He referred 
to the house as a “tar paper shack” on the ground, approximately 10 feet by 12 feet and about 7 feet 
high with only one smudgy-looking window in the back and a broken bed on the dirt floor. The hus-
band was at work at the time of the visit. The woman and children were poorly dressed. She said 
she hadn’t been able to do wash since the river froze over. One child was covered up on the bed 
and the other standing as close as he could to the stove to keep warm. She said they had some 
food for now and the only water to drink was from the river. The family came to Muskegon from 
Cleveland in the spring. After paying the cost of their transportation, they had $65 in cash. They 
stayed with her husband’s brother and were welcome until the brother had gotten all their money 
and then kicked them out. The brother had one of these shacks on the river flats which he sold to 
them for $75. They are not only making payments on the shack but also paying an extra $5 a month 
for rent until the place is paid in full. They had been living in the shack since summer. The husband 
makes $18 a week which he says all goes to pay their expenses, rent, and payments. Arrangements 
were made to take the woman and her children to the Rescue Mission to get some clean, warmer 
clothing. The article said the Mission representative would be talking to the husband to see why he 
allowed his family to “live like dogs”. The reporter said the whole river flat was lined with these 
shacks and people in need. Some of these people are living there to try to escape the high rents of 
the city and to try to get a little ahead.  Whether or not this story touched the hearts (and pocket-
books) of the city residents is unknown. 
 
There are other articles about people being stabbed or beaten up or found dead in Coney Island and 
White City. Mrs. Irvin Morton was shot 12 times in the space of a half-hour by her drunken husband 
who then shot and killed himself. He was 30 years old and had been drinking all week. Mrs. Morton 
had to crawl on her hands and knees for over a block, in the snow, to get to a neighbor for help. 
She, by the grace of God, lived. 

(Continued from page 3) 

(Continued on page 5) 
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During prohibition, the area was known for its moonshine. There were plenty of stills in the river 
flats and many had been raided by Federal Agents over the years. One man commented that when 
he came to Muskegon, the only thing that smelled stronger than the dump on the north side of the 
bridge, was the smell of the stills coming from Coney Island and White City on the south side of the 
bridge. Coney Island was the place to go for bootleg liquor.  One woman was arrested for being 
drunk and fined $25.  “Judge, I only took one drink,” said Maggie. “I feel that $25 is altogether too 
much for one small drink.  I protest!” “The court must take judicial notice that it was Coney Island  
liquor”, said Judge Turner. He added, “Coney Island liquor has the reputation and standing in the 
court of being powerful. One drink, according to the best information, is sufficient.”  Maggie agreed 
that Coney Island liquor is all that has been said for it, and then some, but she still protested 
against the $25 fine.  She left the court searching for the money to pay the fine because she didn’t 
want to spend 40 days in jail. 
                                                                       

The Chronicle reported that in 
1919, and 1922, the river rose 
suddenly due to heavy rains or 
river dredging and flooded 
many of the river residents out 
of their homes. The river usually 
receded in a few days so these 
people had to find friends or rel-
atives to live with until their 
homes dried out. Some decided 
to never return.  (See the photo 
of flooded shacks). 
 
In 1922, the Torrent Estate, 
through its administrator, the 
Grand Rapids Trust Company, 
started to evict these people 
from the land that was said to 
have been owned by Mr. Tor-

rent. By 1927, oil had been discovered not far from the river flats and it was thought that the sur-
rounding lands might also have value now. The Torrent estate was successful in getting signed 
lease agreements from most of the residents on the Coney Island side for a minimal fee of $1 per 
year. The problem with a lease agreement is that once they signed it, they were giving up their 
“squatter’s rights” and admitting that the property legally belonged to the Torrent Estate, who would 
now have clear title to evict them if they chose to do so. 
 
In 1931, the title to the land known as White City was still in question.  Notice was served on many 
of the residents to move. They were asked to sign lease agreements and some did. Others are 
claiming “squatters rights”.  The Chronicle stated, “under the law, a person who has been in ad-
verse possession of property for 15 years is considered to have entered into title to the property”.    
 
 L. P. Haight, who claimed to be the owner of portions of the White City lands overlooking the river, 
had tried to close the road that led to the dozens of homes that nestle in the tall marsh grasses, 
(utilizing a large fence) to make them move. These roads had been in use since the lumbering 
days. Mr. Haight was hoping to find oil on some of his lands and use the revenue from the oil com-
panies, to build a “history-themed” amusement park. One local attorney said that since the road 
was not a designated road on any map, but had served as an access road for decades, he doubted 
that anyone had the right to close the road. The fence was quickly torn down by unknown persons.  

Continued from page 4 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Some of the residents said they had permission from the Torrent Estate to live on the land but Mr. 
Haight claimed to have purchased this land from the Torrent Estate some years earlier.   
 
The leader of the group of hold-outs from White City was a colorful character named Mrs. Hattie M. 
Adkins.  (Mrs. Adkins can be seen in the attached 1931 photo, smoking a corncob pipe, with her 
home in the background.)  She said she had lived there about ten years after purchasing her home 
from Henry Gravengood for $125.  She said she had since made additions to the property in the 
amount of $250 and had no intentions of being forced off her land.  She did have several letters 
from officials on the State and National level with regards to her residency but none of them said 
anything definitively as to her legal right to live there.  Her son, Frank Adkins, also owns one of the 
homes and expressed his willingness to lease or purchase his property if someone could show him 
legal paperwork that stated who actually owns the land.  One of the residents, Mrs. Victoria Hel-
drop, said she had a letter from the Torrent Estate giving her permission to live there as long as 
she wanted.  Another resident, Mrs. Anna Penney, had one of the nicer homes in question.  She 

and her husband, Martin, 
built a two-story home 
with a garage and some 
outbuildings.  She had 
also cultivated several 
acres of land and was 
growing river crops on 
them.  They moved there 
about 1913 and also 
claimed to have been 
given permission from 
John Torrent to live 
there. 
 
Whether or not Mr. 
Haight took these people 
to court, or just gave up 
the fight (because he 
never found oil on his 
land) is a question I 
couldn’t find the answer 
to. The people, named in 

this 1931 article, were not the only “squatters” at White City at that time but they were the ones I 
was able to track over the years. I found Hattie Adkins listed in the 1930 Federal Census at White 
City and in 1940 at Rural Rt 3 which was also listed, at times, as River Rd in various City Directo-
ries. On the 1874 map it is called the Booming Company River Rd.  (Note:  according to the Direc-
tories, this “River Rd” was from Ottawa St going east and west, one north of Bayou St.  This was 
not the River Rd in North Muskegon.)  Hattie was still living in her shack in 1949.  She died in 1951.  
I found the same Census and Directory listings for Frank Adkins and Mrs. Heldrop, as I did for 
Hattie.   Mr. & Mrs. Penney were listed in the 1930 Census at the River Flats and in 1940 at Rural 
Rt 3 along with the others.  Anna (now a widow) was the only one of that group that I found listed 
on the 1949 Plat map (which would have been drawn up in 1948, the year Anna died).  The 1955 
City Directory list 5 houses with the address of 381 River Rd (the common mailing address for the 
residences of the White City section of River Rd).  Those living there were:  Mrs. Nellie Conklin 
(daughter of Hattie Atkins, who died in 1978), Claude Westcomb (who moves to Pine St in 1956), 
Frank Adkins (son of Hattie Adkins who died in 1957), and Mrs. Katherine “Kitty” Mason (also a 
daughter of Hattie Mason who died in 1978).  By 1964, River Rd in Muskegon is no longer listed. 
 

Continued from page 5 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Notice the name, Claude Westcomb, above?  Claude is the grandfather of our Society’s President, 
Dawn Westcomb Kelley.  He lived at White City from 1946 to 1955.  Dawn gave me the inspiration 
for this story by telling me about visiting her grandfather, who lived in a shack, at White City.  Be-

fore talking to Dawn, I never knew Muskegon had 
shantytowns, or that they were called White City and 
Coney Island…did you? 
 
 
 
Sources:  Genealogybank.com, Hackley Library Local History & 
Genealogy Department, Lakeshore Museum Center, Ances-
try.com, Portraits & Biographical Record of Muskegon & Ottawa 
Co. (Biographical Publishing Co), Encyclopedia Britannica). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Southern California Genealogical Society Webinar Series is there for you no matter where you live. Join our 
twice-monthly webcasts with knowledgeable genealogists to help grow what you know. We offer a low-cost broadcast 

that is open to the public Price: $5.50. Register at www.scgsgenealogy.com  

 You MUST Register to participate. 

 Click on the Webinar Title you want to attend. 

 Register with our partner website, GoToWebinar.com. 

 Enter your name and email address and answer a few questions. You will receive confirmation of your registration 
by email. 

 You will also receive reminders before the webinar. The reminder email will have information on accessing the 
handout material. On the day of the session, click the link that you received in your invitation to GoToWebi-
nar.com to join the online session. 
 

Next Up: 

Saturday, March 5 WorldCat and ArchiveGrid: Finding Books, Manuscripts, and More 
by Karen Fortin 
A treasure trove of genealogical material is available in books, manuscripts, and other printed resources. However, 
much of this material is scattered in libraries and archives throughout the country. WorldCat and ArchiveGrid are online 
resources that allow you to search many of these repositories to identify and locate materials on the families and topics 
you are researching. 
Karen A. Fortin has degrees in History and Library and Information Science and a passion for research. She is a mem-
ber of various local, state, and national genealogical societies, and loves to help people explore their family history so 
that they can better understand their ancestors and the world in which they lived. One of her goals is to help people 
explore historical periods, places, and events so that they can better understand their ancestors and the world in which 
they lived. 
 

Wednesday, March 16 9:00 PM – Eastern Free Persons of Color -- Some Were Required to Register 
by Diane L. Richard, ME, MBA 
In the early 19th century, the rights of FPOC eroded. Sometimes, registration requirements ensued. We’ll review the 
laws for NC, TN, VA/WV, GA, LA, IN, OH, etc.. What extant records are available for research and what information do 
they contain -- names, birthplaces (often the state and sometimes the county or city), birth years or age, and some-
times even physical descriptions are included. 
Diane L. Richard has been a professional genealogist since 2004. She researched for the TV show "Who Do You 
Think You Are?" She has authored over 500 articles for such publications as Internet Genealogy and Your Genealogy 
Today, and is editor of the North Carolina Genealogical Society Journal. She has spoken nationally about the availabil-
ity and richness of southern records, genealogical research techniques and tips, as well as under-utilized resource col-
lections. 

Continued from page 6 
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MCGS MEETINGS 

      2nd Thursday at 6:30 p.m. 

VFW Post 3195 

5209 Grand Haven Rd. 

Norton Shores, MI       

                
 
 
          
          
     
 
 
  

 

2022 Meetings 

? 

 

RESEARCH HELP  
With Your Family History  

 
Torrent House Local History & 

Genealogy Department 
315 W. Webster Ave. 

 

Please call  231 722-8016 
or email us at 

1972mcgs@gmail.com 
for your one-on-one 

appointment!       
 

LOCAL HISTORY & GENEALOGY  
DEPARTMENT 

Call 231-722-8016 
NEW 

Sunday and Monday — Closed 

Tuesday through Saturday  

10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. 
More on their website 

Research Sources at the Torrent House - 
Hackley Public Library (hackleylibrary.org)  

2022 OFFICERS & COMMITTEES 

 
President:  Dawn Westcomb Kelley 
Past President:  Jane Appleton Schapka 
Vice President:  Ingrid Porritt 
Secretary:  Tom Shepherd 
Treasurer:  Nancy Clark Spoon 
              
Facebook ...................  Norman Dagen 

Michigan Genealogical Council 

                                     Gail Taggart, Delegate 

National Genealogical Societies  

                                     Gail Taggart, Delegate  

 
Committees 

History Book Project ..  Kathy DeCormier  

Newsletter Editor .......  Tom Porritt 

Pioneer Program.. .....  Barb Martin 

Programs & Publicity .  Ingrid Porritt 

                                    Tom Shepherd 

                                    Gail Taggart  

 

HISTORY BOOK VOL. 2  
 
We care what happens to our members, their fami-

lies, and everyone around us. Our History Book, Vol-

ume 2 will be extend until further notice.  It is very 

important to start working on your stories now.    

Do not wait to put your family history in Vol. 2  

 

If you have any questions or need help, contact us at 

our 1972mcgs@gmail.com or send your information 

to Kathy DeCormier at     middlaker@frontier.com — 

In the subject area put “History Book Volume 2”.  

TWIG TALK 
A monthly publication of: 

Muskegon County Genealogical Society 
c/o Hackley Public Library 

Torrent House 
315 W. Webster Avenue 

Muskegon, MI  49440-1208 

1972mcgs@gmail.com 

genealogymuskegon.org 

Find Us On Facebook 


