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9:30 – 10:15 AM

Why Grand Rapids Chose to Bulldoze 
Downtown in the Name of Urban  
Renewal 
Garret Ellison 
In May 2014, The Grand Rapids Press ran a 
six-part, in-depth, multimedia history series 
examining the motivations, inner-workings 
and legacy of a vast 1960s urban renewal 
project that transformed the heart of  
downtown. Ellison will share stories and  
photos from the renewal years, detail how 
and why the city bulldozed forty acres of 
downtown and built modern, taller structures. 
He will also explain how the project was  
developed and why The Press green-lit a history 
series about urban redevelopment without 
an obvious news hook. The series resulted 
from eight months of detective work by reporter 
Garret Ellison, who aimed to bridge the gap 
between Grand Rapids of the 1960s and the 
city of today. 

Sponsor: Grand Rapids Public Museum
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10:30 – 11:15 AM

The Architecture of  
Production: Grand Rapids’  
Furniture Factories
Mathew Daley
Throughout Grand Rapids stand reminders  
of the city’s past as “Furniture City, U.S.A.” 
Former factory buildings line Monroe, 
Seward, and Godfrey Avenues serving as 
useful local landmarks in all four quadrants.  
These facilities provide a key part of the 
community’s architectural heritage, as much 
a part as any historic district’s grand houses. 
Unlike modern factories in separated areas, 
these are knitted into their surrounding 
neighborhoods. It makes sense to look at 
the factories not only as architectural sites, 
but also as places where men and women 
worked and spent a large part of their lives 
in a web of houses, churches, schools, and 
stories. Today, many of these structures have 
been renovated, adaptively reused, or  
demolished with their original purpose a 
vague or absent memory. To that end, this 
presentation will discuss the architectural  
features, neighborhoods, and lives of workers in 
Grand Rapids’ furniture factories during the 
19th and 20th centuries.

Sponsor: Grand Rapids Historical Society

11:30 AM – 12:15 PM

Pharaohs on the Grand: The Egyptian 
Revival in Grand Rapids
Thomas R. Dilley
Beginning in the first quarter of the 19th  
century, jewelry, ceramics, and textiles,  
and eventually architecture began to reflect 
the outwardly mysterious and sometimes exotic 
motif of the ancient Egyptians, reinterpreted 
by revivalist designers to meet contemporary 
uses. It was in the generally rare, but often 
dramatic, buildings of the late Victorian era 
where the Egyptian Revival made its most 
lasting appearance in cities all over the eastern 
United States, including Grand Rapids.

In this illustrated lecture, Thomas Dilley will  
explore the local appearance of Egyptian 
architectural forms, as well as the motives and 
aspirations behind their use by Grand Rapidians 
of a century ago.  

Sponsor: Grand Rapids Historical Commission– 

12:15 – 1:00 PM 

Lunch – Reserve ahead of time!
Boxed lunches are $8.00 and must be ordered 
in advance. Please call 616.988.5492 or email: 
rsvp@grpl.org by 5:00pm on January 14 to 
reserve your lunch and include your sandwich 
choice - turkey, ham, or vegetarian. Included 
in the lunches are a half sandwich, chips, a deli 
salad, individual condiments, and bottled water. 

Lunches must be reserved in advance and 
paid for in cash when the lunch is picked up 
on January 17 at the event. Attendees may 
choose to bring their own lunch as well. Pop 
will be available for an additional $1.00. 
Please note, the library no longer has a cafe, 
but does have vending machines.

Lunches provided by Grand Central Market; 
bottled water by Meijer; afternoon cookies by 
Lomonaco Sicilian Cookies. Additional sponsors 
include the Kutsche Office of Local History at 
Grand Valley State University and the Grand 
Rapids Civil War Round Table.

Courtesy of Grand Rapids Public Museum
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1:00 – 1:45 PM

Stories from Maple 
Grove: A History  
of the Kent County 
Poor Farm
Adam Oster
Long before the advent of modern social 
welfare, county governments maintained 
poorhouses or poor farms. Explore the early 
history of Kent County Poor Farm, and its 
buildings, starting in the 1840s and then 
again in the 1850s, as it became both a 
self-sustaining entity and refuge for the area’s 
poor, elderly and destitute. Discover the lives 
and stories of those that resided at the poor 
farm. Learn about its transition to serving 
individuals with chronic illnesses as Maple 
Grove Medical Care Facility and what led to 
its eventual shutdown and demolition in 1971.

Sponsor: Western Michigan Genealogical Society

2:00 – 2:45 PM

Fannie Boylon: The Legacy of Grand 
Rapids’ First Female Home Designer
Marcella Beck
On January 27, 1918, at a time when educational 
opportunities were limited and few women 
went to college, the Grand Rapids Herald  
referred to Fannie Boylon as the “Only Woman 
Home Designer in Grand Rapids.” Between 
1910 and 1930, Fred and Fannie Boylon  
operated one of the most successful  
home-building companies in Grand Rapids, 
building as many as 1,200 dwellings primarily 
in the south and east sides of the city, 
anchoring neighborhoods such as Wilcox 
Park and John Ball Park. Public recognition  
of the Boylon’s achievement most often went 
to Fred, but Fannie was literally the architect 
of their success. This program will look at 

Grand Rapids’ first female, 
self-taught architect and at 
the homes she designed.

Sponsor: Greater Grand Rapids 
Women’s History Council
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3:00 – 3:45 PM

Support Our Schools: Mid-Century  
Architecture and Rebuilding the 
School Plant in Grand Rapids
Melissa Fox & Pamela VanderPloeg
After the success of the Support Our Schools 
millage campaign in 1950-51, the Grand 
Rapids Public School System embarked on an 
ambitious building program to update and 
replace older school buildings, handle the 
post-war baby boom, and address the need 
for neighborhood schools in newly developing 
areas of the city. They hired a collaborative of 
local architects to design modern schools that 
matched educational trends of the time. Using 
Palmer School as a jumping off point, Local 
History Librarian Melissa Fox and Architectural 
Researcher Pamela VanderPloeg will present 
the history of these mid-century schools – the 
building program, the architects and their 
designs, and the impact schools such as Mulick 
Park and Riverside Elementary had on  
education, neighborhoods, and the lifestyle  
of the community during the mid century  
years in Grand Rapids. 

Sponsor: Grand Rapids Public Library

Parking
Limited parking is available in the library 
parking lot, and is free on Saturdays with a 
validated parking lot ticket. Tickets can be 
validated in the library’s lobby.


