



  JOHN TORRENT


John Torrent was a Muskegon pioneer, a noted inventor and one of the area’s most prominent lumbermen.


Torrent was born in 1833 at Watertown, New York, but grew up on his parents’ farm in Canada.  At age 15 he began working in a local sawmill where he learned the basics of the lumber business.  Six years later (1854) he moved to the United States and found employment as head sawyer at the Ferry sawmill near Grand Haven.


In 1857, the Ferry Company built a circular saw for a Muskegon sawmill owned by L. G. Mason.  Torrent was sent to Muskegon to install the new equipment.  He expected to stay only three weeks but was offered a job by Mason to manage the machinery of the sawmill.  

Mason was happy with Torrent‘s work and after a year promoted him to mill foreman.  At that time Torrent decided to make Muskegon his permanent home.  The following spring he married a Canadian woman, Caroline Honner, who was then residing in Muskegon.


After two years of working for Mason, Torrent decided to go into business for himself.  He purchased a Grand Haven mill and moved the equipment to Muskegon.  This was the first of more than a dozen sawmills Torrent would own or build in the Muskegon area.  At various times he also operated sawmills in Whitehall, Manistee, Ludington, Traverse City and Sault Ste. Marie.


In the mid 1860s Esau Torrent, John’s brother, came to Muskegon.  Together the two brothers invented and patented 17 sawmill devices.  The most notable were: a continuous chain for drawing logs up into the mill; a method for turning logs on the mill carriage; and a sawing machine for double edging boards.  Sawmills throughout the country adopted many of the Torrent inventions.


John Torrent was one of the chief organizers of the Muskegon Booming Company.  The Booming Company floated the logs down the Muskegon River, sorted them into rafts by owner and delivered them to the various sawmills.


Torrent also became involved in banking.  He established the Merchants National Bank in 1883 and served as president.  The bank operated until 1896, at which time it went into voluntary liquidation.


In 1889 a list of Michigan millionaires included the name of John Torrent.  Much of his wealth came from the purchase and resale of timberlands in upper Michigan and New York State.  A number of the land deals were done in partnership with Patrick Ducey, another local lumberman.  Torrent prided himself at being able to inspect stands of pine and closely estimate their worth.


Torrent is credited with erecting the first buildings in North Muskegon, including docks, sawmills and stores.


Besides all his business activities, Torrent was heavily engaged in local politics.  He was a justice of the peace, an alderman, and served as mayor of Muskegon for three years.


John and Caroline Torrent had five sons and two daughters.  


At the time of his death in 1915, John Torrent was reportedly the largest owner of real estate in the area, controlling many lots in Muskegon, Muskegon Heights and North Muskegon.


The Torrent house, a stone mansion built in 1891 at the corner of Third Street and Webster Avenue, remains a city landmark.  In October, 1990, the property was purchased from the city and became an annex of Hackley Public Library.

