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Did You Renew Your
MAC Membership?

Don’t forget to renew your MAC
membership in order to keep
receiving MAC publications
and meeting discounts. Only
individual voting members
whose renewals are postmarked
or submitted on-line by January
31 will be able to vote in the
MAC spring election. If you
misplaced your renewal form,
visit the MAC Web page at
htep://www.midwestarchives

.org/renewal.
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Grand Rapids: A City of Reinvention
By Richard H. Harms, Calvin College, and Portia Vescio, Michigan State University

The Local Arrangements Committee (LAC) for the Annual Meeting in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, has been busily planning ways to celebrate MAC’s 40"
anniversary in the spring. When we meet on April 19-21, 2012, at the Amway
Grand Plaza hotel located in downtown Grand Rapids, be prepared to look back
into MAC’s history and forward to the future of the profession. This duality is
reflected in the Conference theme of “MAC at 40: The Future is Now.”

Just as the digital age
has forced archivists to
reinvent old processes,
so has Grand Rapids
had a history of
reinventing itself with
the times. Foremost in
Grand Rapids’ history
are the mile-long
rapids on the Grand
River, Michigan’s
longest river, called
by the native Ottawa
“Owashtanong,” or
“Large Water.” For
the native people, the
relatively flat terrain
west of the rapids was ideally suited for habitation—the nearby forest provided game
and food, while the rapids made catching the river’s giant sturgeon easier. Today,
people can watch the fish during their fall/spring migration at the fish ladder on the
west bank of the river, a half-mile walk from the conference hotel.

Seen here in 1945, the Civic Auditorium, a neoclassical
building completed in 1932, was constructed on the east
shore of the Grand River in downtown Grand Rapids. Cour-
tesy of the Grand Rapids Public Library.

Grand Rapids was named by Louis Campau, the first European settler and
scion of a French fur-trading family based in Detroit. When settlers, investors,
and speculators from New England and New York came to the area during the
1830s, they saw the rapids as a potential power source for industry. Eventually,
they transformed the extensive hardwood forest into saw mills, flour mills,
forges, and foundries.

In 1850, Grand Rapids was known popularly as “Valley City,” with a variety of
industries serving the surrounding agricultural community. One of the city’s
early industrial successes resulted from the discovery of gypsum near the river.

Initially sold as “land plaster” to fertilize soil, by 1880, manufacturers were
(Continued on page 3)
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combining ground gypsum with water and dyes to create a
material that proved to be a durable wall coating. A decade
later, gypsum was used in plaster, plaster mills began
making wallboard, and Grand Rapids became known
for a short time as the “gypsum center of the world.” The
mines are no longer active today; instead, they are used
as dry, secure storage for microfilm, including 70 percent
of the state’s county legal records.

Among the nineteenth-century industries in Grand Rapids
were furniture factories. In 1876, three of these firms
displayed their best items at the Centennial Exposition
in Philadelphia, bringing national attention to the city.
The furniture was designed to incorporate hand-crafted
elements with a number of machine-carved elements.
Factories produced new product lines about every third
year and trademarked a “Grand Rapids Made” label.
Annual markets were so well-attended by buyers that
factories from as far away as New York and Boston opened
showrooms in Grand Rapids. Grand Rapids eventually
began calling itself the “furniture capital of the world.”
The link to the furniture industry is still very much
alive today as five of the world’s leading office furniture
manufacturers are located in the area, including Steelcase

and Herman Miller.

The businessmen, lumber barons, judges, and legisla-
tors who shaped the city settled in Grand Rapids’ first
“neighborhood,” an area adjacent to downtown that is
now known as Heritage Hill. Heritage Hill’s 1300 homes
date from 1848 and represent over 60 architectural styles,
including the Meyer May House, a prairie-style house
designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and built in 1908. A
bus tour of Heritage Hill is one of the featured events of

MAC’s 2012 Meeting.

When furniture sales began to decline, the Chamber of
Commerce set about to attract new industry to the city
and to diversify the local economy. However, economic
diversification came slowly, and, as a result, unemployment
rose during the late 1920s. The local response was the
creation in 1929 of the scrip labor program. Workers
were paid in scrip, rather than cash, and the scrip could
be redeemed to pay city bills or to make purchases at the
city grocery store. The city also distributed free bread and
milk to needy children and families. Consequently, Grand
Rapids came to be known as the “city where no child goes
to bed hungry” and the “city where every man has a job.”

After World War II, a young political candidate, Gerald
R. Ford (1913-2006), won election to the U.S. House of
Representatives. In 1974, Ford became the 38th President
of the United States. Today, Grand Rapids is home to the
Ford Presidential Museum, located across the river from
the Conference hotel. The Ford Museum is the location
of the Thursday night reception and 40* anniversary
celebration event. Open to the public since September
1981, the Ford Museum is unlike other Presidential
museums in that the museum component is geographically
separate from the Presidential library and archives.

Grand Rapids has a history of supporting community
programs such as the symphony, ballet, civic theater, and
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The Ford Museum is part of the Presidential Libraries system of
the National Archives and Records Administration and opened
to the public in 1981. Courtesy of the Grand Rapids Public
Library.

art. The Public Museum was founded by a group of civic
leaders in 1854, and, over the next century, the Museum
established itself as one of the area’s premier educational
institutions. It continues to fulfill this role for West Michi-
gan today. In addition to the Public Museum, there are the
Grand Rapids Art Museum and the Children’s Museum.
Grand Rapids is also the home of the Meijer Gardens and
Sculpture Park, as well as ArtPrize, an open art competi-
tion in which the public votes for their favorite piece. Some
of these great attractions will be featured in tours, so sign
up if you are interested in learning more!

Ifartis not for you, then one of Grand Rapids’ sports teams
may be more to your taste. There are minor league hockey
and baseball teams, as well as a flat-track women’s roller
derby team. If beer is more to your liking, you can find out
why the city came up with the slogan, “Cool City. Great

Beer.” Grand Rapids is home to many local breweries,
(Continued on page 4)
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including Founders, named in 2011 as the number two
brewery in the world.

Downtown Grand Rapids, the cultural and entertainment
center of West Michigan, serves as a hub for conventions, major

events and concerts, and important gatherings both large and
small. Courtesy of the Grand Rapids Public Library.

While LAC would like you to experience as much of the
city as possible, the Program Committee would like you to
attend this year’s sessions, beginning with Plenary Speaker
Kate Theimer. Kate is the author of the popular blog,
ArchivesNext (http://www.archivesnext.com/), which is
one of the leading sources for information on archives’ use
of Web 2.0 tools. There are several other forward-looking
sessions, as well as one session that will introduce you to
MAC members whose names you recognize, but whose
achievements you may not know.

Keep up with all the latest Conference information
and more details regarding your future visit to Grand
Rapids on the LAC conference blog, http://2012mac
wordpress.com, and please feel free to contact the 2012
LAC Cochairs Portia Vescio (vescio@msu.edu) or Marian
Matyn (marian.matyn@cmich.edu) with any questions.
The MAC Web site will also have breaking information.
We'll see you in the spring in Grand Rapids!
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Pal Program Returns to
2012 Annual Meeting

Attention new archivists and first-time meeting
attendees: are you looking for someone to help guide
you through your first MAC meeting? If your answer
is “yes,” the MAC Pal Program is for you. Debuting
last year in St. Paul, the Pal Program is returning to
the 2012 Annual Meeting in Grand Rapids. MAC
Pals matches new members and/or first-time attendees
with experienced members to help shepherd you
through your first meeting. Your Pal can answer your
off-the-record questions and introduce you to other

MAC members.

Long-time members, we need your help, too! Please
consider serving as a MAC Pal to assist your fellow
members. This is a great opportunity for you to share
your knowledge and experience. If you would like to
request a MAC Pal or serve as a MAC Pal, simply
check the appropriate box on the Annual Meeting
registration form. An official MAC Pal event will
take place on Thursday before the reception, and
Pals are free to get together at other individually
arranged times throughout the conference. For more
information, contact LAC Cochairs Portia Vescio
(vescio@msu.edu) or Marian Matyn (matynlmj@
cmich.edu). You will be notified in early April of your
MAC Pal’s name and contact information.
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