



OLD INDIAN CEMETERY


The Old Indian Cemetery, on Morris Avenue near Second Street, is undoubtedly Muskegon’s oldest historical site, and probably the least visited.  Much of the cemetery’s history remains uncertain and the spot has often sparked conflict and controversy.


Perhaps the two most asked questions are: When was the plot first used as an Indian burial ground?  And how many people (Indian or white) are actually buried there?


As to the age question, most Indian leaders believe the Ottawas buried their dead at that location as early as 1750, if not before.  However, some historians contend the plot wasn’t used as a cemetery until about 1810.  

What is known is that around 1837 French fur trader Louis Badeaux acquired land from the Federal Government along the southeastern shore of Muskegon Lake.  The 65-acre property included a trading post and much of what is now downtown Muskegon.

Badeaux maintained good relations with the Ottawas, who had an encampment along the lake.  He allowed them to bury their dead on a one-acre parcel of his land.  There were reports white people were also buried in the same location, including two of Badaeux’s infant children.

About 1841 Badaeux tried to deed the plot to Simon Kenewkisweek, chief of the Ottawas.  But under terms of the 1836 Federal Treaty, Indians could not legally own property.  Subsequently Badeaux signed over a deed to George Walton and William Lasley.  In 1856 Badeaux gave a similar deed to Martin Ryerson and Robert Morris, complicating ownership.

Ryerson, a wealthy lumberman, maintained the grounds of the cemetery through the latter half of the 19th century and into the next.  Ryerson had a strong respect for the Ottawas, having himself married an Indian woman.

In 1921, heirs of Louis Badeaux contested ownership of the Indian Cemetery in a lawsuit against Ryerson’s son, citing the multiple attempts at deeding the property.  The Michigan Supreme Court decided ownership in favor of Ryerson. 

 In 1926, Ryerson’s son gave the Indian Cemetery to the city of Muskegon, along with $5000 for perpetual care.  The city has maintained the site from that point on.

Questions as to who is buried in the cemetery, and how many, continue to be debated.  There are no grave markers at the site, only a large boulder with a memorial plaque.   Indian leaders contend the plot contains as many as 200 graves, most of them Indian.  Some historians claim no more than 16 Indians are buried there, and that the graves of whites were moved to other cemeteries. 

Over the years there have been attempts to eliminate the Indian Cemetery.  In early 1950s, the downtown was hard pressed for off-street parking and at one point the city proposed to take over the land and make it into a parking lot.  Public sentiment quashed the idea, however.  Some years later the city again sought to vacate the cemetery in hopes of re-routing traffic around the business district with a by-pass.  After a legal challenge by the Muskegon Historical Foundation in the spring of 1960, a compromise was reached.  A 17-foot strip along the eastern edge of the cemetery was turned over to the city for the purpose of extending Morris Avenue.  Before roadwork began this section was thoroughly excavated, but no human bones were found.  In May of 1964, the Michigan Historical Commission registered the cemetery officially as a historic site.

Changes have also been suggested for the cemetery over the years.  In 1956, Chase Hammond, city Parks and recreation director, observed, “Many tourists wander over to the Indian Cemetery—and it’s quite a letdown when they get there.”  He proposed adding displays of historical interest so as to make the spot a tourist attraction, but no action was ever taken.

In September of 2000, leaders of the Grand River Band of Ottawa Indians asked the city to give them the Indian Cemetery.  They argued that the city treated the site as a public park, whereas the Ottawas saw it as a sacred place of worship.  They proposed adding some barriers to make it more private.  The city commission eventually voted down the request, however it recommended the measure be reconsidered when the Grand River Band gained federal recognition.

The cemetery continues to be used for Indian Memorial Day services and other ceremonies important to Native Americans.



An interesting sidelight to Indian Cemetery history is the story of the Ryerson statue.  In 1884 Martin Ryerson proposed a memorial to the Ottawa Indians in the form of a large statue, to reside in the Indian Cemetery.  City officials, apparently angry over tax disputes with Ryerson, rejected the offer.  The $20,000 statue was subsequently erected in Chicago’s Lincoln Park. 


(Note: the above information was taken from newspaper articles and reports of local historians.)

