

RAGGEDY-ANN AND THE MUSKEGON CONNECTION

Over the years, experts have been hard pressed to explain the continued attraction of the Raggedy Ann doll to children.  With its cloth limbs and button eyes, Raggedy Ann is a far cry from today’s high tech toys.  Yet, as one doll collector suggested, children might play all day with a Barbie, but at night they’ll tuck in with something more comforting, like Raggedy Ann

The Raggedy Ann doll has been a toy favorite for nearly 90 years now.  According to most accounts, the doll got its start about 1910.  It seems children’s illustrator and cartoonist John Gruelle was visiting has parents home in Indianapolis.  While looking for something in the attic, he came across a homemade rag doll.  He drew on a new face, presented it to his daughter, Marcella, and gave it the name “Raggedy Ann.”

Gruelle found he got new story ideas from watching his daughter play with her dolls and toys.  Soon the rag doll and Marcella’s image began appearing in a children’s strip Gruelle wrote for the Sunday comics.  When the comic strip became grew very popular, he applied for a design patent on the Raggedy Ann doll.

On September 7, 1915, Gruelle’s  U.S. patent came through.  Almost at the same time, tragedy struck.  Marcella died at age 13 from a tainted vaccination given by the school nurse.  John Gruelle and his family were devastated.

Despite his grief, Gruelle pressed on with the Raggedy Ann project.  He may, in fact, have seen has continued efforts as a memorial to his daughter..  In the fall of 1918, he reached agreement with a publisher, P.F. Volland, of Chicago, to bring out children’s book titled “Raggedy Ann Stories,” in time for Christmas.


Volland, in turn, contracted with a small toy manufacturer to produce copies of the doll.  That manufacturer turned out to be the Non-Breakable Toy Company of Muskegon, operated by Neils Peterson and Joseph Bruwsma.  The plant was located at the corner of Market Street and Terrace, about a half block east of the present downtown post office.  

The dolls proved popular.  The first year Non-Breakable Toys produced 12,602 Raggedy Ann dolls and shipped them to Chicago via Goodrich steamers.  The wholesale cost was 68 cents per doll.  Over the course of the seven-year contract, the Muskegon manufacturer would ship over 75,000 Raggedy Ann dolls.  During that time the company changed its name to Muskegon  Toy and Garment Works, while retaining the same location.  

In the 1920s Gruelle introduced Raggedy Andy, a boy doll built along the same lines as Ann.  The new character, while not as popular as the original, added to the story possibilities.  Gruelle continued to write a new adventure book almost every year.

A number of legends grew up along with the popularity of Raggedy Ann character.  Perhaps the most prominent was the claim that early dolls were given hearts of actual candy with the words “I love you” imprinted thereon.  No evidence has ever surfaced to support that claim.  

In 1937, John Gruelle died of heart failure.   His wife, Myrtle, and two sons carried on the business.  Today Hasbro owns the trademark to Raggedy Ann.  The dolls (produced in China) are available at $5.99 for a pocket size version and $60 for a  48-inch model.

In recent years the Muskegon County Museum and collectors have presented displays of Raggedy Ann and Andy doll memorabilia for public viewing.  Through the efforts of local collectors the museum was given one of the early dolls manufactured in Muskegon.  Such a doll, if in pristine condition, would bring about $3000.

In 2002, the Raggedy Ann doll was voted into the National Toy Hall of Fame, in Rochester, New York. 

NOTE: this article was written from local newspaper accounts and inter-net accounts

