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Potawatomie Bayou:  After Aiken committed suicide in 1916, dairy farmer Harry 
Deremo bought the property.  He supplemented his income by clamming on 
Potawatomie Bayou.  The unionids were harvested, boiled, shelled, and the rare 
pearls were sold to jewelers on Pearl Street in Grand Rapids for as much as $10 each.  
The shells went to local button factories and the clam meat was fed to livestock.

Located just across Potawatomie Bridge on the river side was Germania Park (14953 
and 14945 Mercury).  From about 1900 to 1919, the steamer May Graham and all 
other imaginable conveyances bought hundreds of picnickers here to enjoy the fully 
equipped kitchen, band shell, ball field, shaded benches, and each other's company.  
The park crumbled under anti-German sentiment during WWI and was sold into 
private ownership for $1 and other considerations.

Deremo clamming
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Doris Salisbury at Germania Park
Courtesy of: Tri-Cities Historical Museum

326*
Dewey Hill

Take the short walk to the viewing deck at Linear Park.

From this vantage point you can see Dewey Hill.  In 1923 the Ku Klux Klan boasted 160 
local members.  Headlines in the September 17, 1923 edition of the Grand Haven 
Tribune read, Fiery Cross Burns Here on Hilltop and went on to state that:

The Klan has come to Grand Haven t’was in the mouth of every Havenite Saturday night with 
the first burning of the fiery cross, emblem of the Klan, that was witnessed on Dewey Hill across 
the harbor at Grand Haven.  The sudden growth of the Klan has been astonishing and many laws 
have been enacted to work against their secret meetings and practice of wearing hoods and masks.

Enthusiasm for the Klan died after 1925.  The ad from a local clothing store below was 
found in the July 20, 1917 edition of the Grand Haven Tribune.  The KKK association 
was anything but subtle.
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Driving Park:  Townsend Gidley and his lumbermen cronies in 1874 established the 
Grand Haven Trotting Park and Agricultural Association.   At a time when harness 
racing challenged baseball as the national pastime, the “Driving Park,” as it was 
known, hosted nationally ranked horses including Bodine seen here.   A regional 
economic crisis doomed the enterprise almost from the beginning.  To stay afloat, 
Gidley sold a 123-acre riverfront parcel to George Aiken (cover), the one-time South 
Pacific whaler and ship's cook who farmed the land.
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Coal Tipple
Continue on Harbor Island Drive to Jackson Street where you will turn right.

The imposing concrete structure you see before you is a coal tipple.  Steam engines 
servicing Grand Haven needed fuel to operate.  Hopper cars loaded with coal 
positioned themselves under the tipple's arches and emptied their load into a deep pit 
beneath the rails.  Coal stored there was conveyed to the storage vault at the top of the 
tower where, as needed, gravity carried the fuel down chutes into an engine's tender.  
Just ahead is Steam Engine 1223, once used for hauling freight between Chicago, 
Saginaw, Detroit, and Toledo,  it was brought to Grand Haven in 1981 and restored by 
local train buffs.

After following the curve, Jackson Street becomes Harbor Drive.  Proceed to the 
corner of Harbor Drive and Washington Avenue, an excellent place to start exploring 
on foot.

This is the original site of Rix Robinson's fur trading post and warehouse dating to 
1821.  Robinson supplied over twenty posts from the Traverse Bay area to St. Joseph, 
but this and the Ada post were central to his business.   Though William Ferry was 
credited with being the founder of Grand Haven, it was Rix Robinson and Robert 
Stuart who laid the groundwork for Ferry's move from Mackinac Island.  While on this 
site, visit the Tri-Cities Historical Museum's Transportation annex, follow the brass 
course of the Grand River on the sidewalk, attend an event at Waterfront Stadium, 
enjoy the Musical Fountain, and stroll the famous Boardwalk.  

Rix Robinson
Photo courtesy of: Michigan Archives
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Gidley Bayou:  Prior to the settlement of Grand Haven in 1834, this was the site of 
Chief Saginaw-Coosco's village.  Gidley Bayou was named for Townsend Gidley, who in 
1835 became the youngest member of the Michigan Constitutional Convention and 
went on to serve in the Michigan House and Senate for the next 32 years.  He was the 
Whig candidate for Governor in 1851.  Gidley moved to this area in 1867, purchased 
2000 acres of land, and planted 20,000 fruit trees, mostly peaches.  We still call this area 
“Peach Plains.”

129*
Harbor Avenue at Escanaba Park was the terminus of the Grand River Indian Trail, the 
proposed “Road from Detroit to the Mouth of the Grand River,” and is nearly the end 
of your Historic River Road tour.  All routes would have bisected today's YMCA 
property.  At that site Indians once received payments for having ceded their land to the 
federal government.  Alfred Bennett, a black man, purchased the property in 1856.  
“Bennett's Hollow” became “Mulligan's Hollow,” a name that stuck when tugboat 
captain John Mulligan bought the parcel in the 1880s.  The City of Grand Haven paid 
Mulligan $100.65  for the land in 1908.

Excerpt from Virgil Bennett's obituary 
 Grand Haven Tribune 6 Nov. 1915

Bennett’s/Mulligan’s Hollow
Courtesy of Dr. Wallace Ewing

"United States Road from Detroit to
 the Mouth of the Grand River"
Ottawa Co. liber #1, p. 6, 1837, 
Wadsworth Addition GH



HISTORIC RIVER ROAD

Following the contours of today's Grand River Greenway in north Ottawa County, 
Historic River Road defines the progression of our regional civilization.  Long ago, 
mastodon, giant beaver, bison, and other prehistoric beasts tramped paths along the 
banks of the Grand River.  Seeking food and other resources, Paleo-man pursued these 
same pathways. Later Potawatomie and Ottawa Indians established camps and 
villages, about a day's hike from each other, to form the Grand River Trail that spanned 
the state.  Using that base, the federal government in 1837 laid the “United States 
Road from Detroit to the Mouth of the Grand River” (Grand River Avenue).  Funding 
for that initiative evaporated far short of the West Michigan coast, yet the planned 
route can be seen in the original plat of the Wadsworth Addition to the City of Grand 
Haven.  The old two-track bisected what is now the YMCA. 

Meanwhile, in the townships, lumbermen turned that two-track into tramways that 
delivered logs to the river.  The corridor matured. “River Road to Grand Rapids” 
appeared on an 1854 map of Grand Haven.  Clear-cut land was prepared for 
agriculture, and logging tracks became farm-to- market roads.

By the 1870s, the beauty of fruit blossoms and bayous lured greater numbers of 
tourists, creating a cottage and resort boom that fuels our economy today.  By the early 
1950s, local politicians had segmented River Road into essentially Waverly, Mercury, 
Green, North Cedar, and Warner on the south side of the river and Leonard Road on 
the north.  The original River Road is the oldest byway in Ottawa County and one of 
the oldest in the state.  Historic River Road transports us across time and space.  
We hope you enjoy the ride. 
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Enter the Fisherman's Parking Lot off Harbor Avenue.

Grand Haven's first lighthouse, likely located where you're parked, was undermined by 
erosion, and a new lighthouse was built opposite the entrance to this lot.  It is a privately 
owned cottage today.  Earlier on this tour, you “met” Captain “Harry Bluff” Miller at  
Eastmanville Cemetery and again at the old Poor Farm.  When Captain Miller ended 
his career on the Great Lakes, he and his second wife, Mary, became keepers of this light.  
Harry died in 1876, making Mary Miller the first and only female lighthouse keeper in 
Grand Haven.  This ends your journey along Historic River Road. We hope you’ve 
enjoyed the ride and will share this booklet with another “time traveler.” 
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