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Editor’s Note: In this chapter, Rev. Hanko takes us inside the Dutch enclaves of Grand Rapids, 

Michigan. The reader must understand that the Dutch banded together by the province from 

which they had come when they settled in this country. Thus we have the “Groninger Buurt,” or 

the neighborhood settled by many of the people from the province of Groningen. As you read, you 

will not find mention of any of the modern franchises and chains. All businesses were family 

owned and operated. Often the family took up residence behind their business. 

 

All of southeast Grand Rapids was divided into three parts. To the south of us were the 

Friesians, who occupied the “Oakdale Park area,” around Hall street. To the north of us, in the 

“Brick Yard,” were the “Zeeuws.”
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They occupied the area around Fulton Street. 

We lived in the “Groninger Buurt” in the area chiefly bounded by Eastern Avenue to the 

west, Fuller Avenue to the east, Franklin Street to the south and Wealthy to the north. 

Our house was 903 Ella Avenue, which was later changed to 1065 Bemis Street. This was 

a very narrow street, with the sidewalk along the road. On the south side of the street were 

mostly barns, since the streets were so close together. Down on the corner of Diamond and 

Bemis was Baxter Christian School; beyond that was the black section, and on the corner of 

Bemis and Eastern stood our church. 

Fuller Avenue was the eastern boundary of the city. Beyond the city boundaries lay 

pastureland and trees. Every day we saw cows passing our house to be pastured beyond the city 

limits. At Dunham Street we would enter the woods, which extended all the way to the golf 

course, which is now East Grand Rapids. When Calvin College was built, it stood out in the 

woods. At Franklin Street we entered the sandy area, full of sand burrs, that brought us to the 

sand banks where later Adams Street Christian School was built. Beyond the school were a brick 

factory and Silver Creek, where we children hunted for polliwogs. 

Eastern Avenue was our main shopping center. Mainly the west side of the street was 

lined with stores from Franklin to a little beyond Logan Street. 

On the corner of Franklin and Eastern stood the grocery store of “Oom Bakker,” related 

somehow to my mother. Going north was Pastoor’s meat market, then Kuiper’s Smithy. Next to 

that was Zaagman’s funeral home. 

On the corner of Dunham was Kolkman’s furniture store, then a few houses with a 

tobacco store next door. Then one came to Kok’s bakery, Hoorn’s book store, Zondag’s bakery, 

Vander Laan’s meat market, and on the corner of Sherman, Vander Veen’s grocery. 

On the north corner of Sherman stood a drug store, then Kwant’s Dutch supply store. On 

the corner of Baxter was a paint store, with a barbershop next door, and then Vrouw Knol’s 

ladies’ hat shop.
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North of that, across from Vander Veen Court, stood a bank, then Eerdmans’ bookstore, 

Hoeksema’s shoe store (of which we will hear later). On the corner of Logan was Hamstra’s tin 

shop, also significant in the history of 1924. 

The only store beyond that was a very small place where Noordewier had his shoe shop. 

On the east side of Eastern Avenue between Baxter and Sherman was Trompen’s clothing 

store, a barber shop run by a black man, Carter, and Zins drug store on the corner of Sherman 

Street, Carter and Zins being the only two non-Hollanders in the neighborhood. 
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Across from Zins on the southeast corner stood Steel’s lumberyard, in front of which was 

a watering trough for horses, like those seen around the city. Exactly one block south of that was 

the dormitory for the Calvin Seminary students, where my sister Lucy later worked. 

On the northeast corner of Eastern Avenue and Bemis Street stood the Christian 

Reformed Church that was the center of attention in the 1924 controversy. On the south side of 

the street was the parsonage, where Rev. Groen lived. 

Although Eastern Avenue was considered the shopping center, there were also many 

small neighborhood stores in the area. On Logan Street, beginning close to Eastern Avenue and 

going east, there was a hay and feed store; about a half block down was a grocery store (at one 

time run by Rich Newhouse and Bert Korhorn); next to it was located Vander Wagon’s shoe 

store. A short distance farther one came to Wiersma’s grocery store, located in front of his house, 

having a bell hanging over the door, which called him from the house whenever a customer 

arrived. Beyond Diamond Avenue, on the other side of the street, was Van Winsheim’s front 

room grocery, and then not far from Fuller was another small grocery store. These stores had 

square boxes of cookies, mustard in a crock, sugar, vinegar, molasses and kerosene in large 

barrels. 

But one was not compelled to go from Bemis to Logan Street for neighborhood shopping 

if one did not desire that, for on Baxter street, across from Baxter Christian School, on the south 

side was Hulst’s grocery store. Also on the northeast corner of Diamond and Baxter was De Vos’ 

grocery store. The owner was the grandfather of Rich De Vos from Amway Corporation. He 

often served as elder in Eastern Avenue Church and First Church. A half block north was 

Westra’s grocery. These three stores sold penny candy. Across the street one could visit the dry 

goods store of Nieboer and the meat market of Monsma. 

Even so, the mother in the home usually did not go that far to obtain supplies for the 

needs of her family. Milk was delivered at the door every day, except Sunday. Those close to the 

dairy received their milk from a can poured into one of their pans. On Tuesday the fish peddler 

came by blowing his horn. Also the Polish banana peddler with his two-wheeled cart shouting his 

loud “Bananaaa,” would drive by. On one of these days Kooistra came with his little pad and 

stub of a pencil which went into his mouth every time he was ready to write down an order. Later 

in the day he delivered his groceries in a little cart. Most any time one could also expect a visit 

from Oebele Westra, who slaughtered cows and delivered large slabs of pot roast in a basket 

covered with a bloody towel. He was not what one would call neat in his appearance. One 

received the impression that he had not changed his clothing after slaughtering the cow. His 

grunt always attracted our interest. 

Then toward the end of the week the bakery wagon would stop, and the vegetable peddler 

would come by with his “Appois, tatoes, all kinds of vegebles.” The oilman, the iceman, the beer 

wagon, and many others made their deliveries. All morning long the housewife stood ready with 

her coin purse. And the ice cream wagon with its shrill whistle came every so often to lure the 

kids of the neighborhood. On our street he had very few, if any, customers. 

There were also the sprinkle wagon to settle the dust on the dirt streets, the man who 

swept up the horse manure, and the men from the honey wagon who from time to time came to 

clean out the outhouses. 

We must not forget that there were very few automobiles. Not many families owned one. 

The common means of transportation was the horse and wagon. We had a chestnut colored horse, 

a wagon for the paint equipment of my father, and a buggy for special occasions. On Labor Day 

for example, the one-seated buggy would come out and we would ride to the mission festival on 



the north end of the city. There was a large, decorated wagon that served as a platform for the 

band and for the speakers. There were also confection stands for the children. 

When winter settled in, the wagons were converted into sleighs. The wheels were 

removed and the runners attached to make it possible to travel on the snow covered streets. The 

man for whom I worked had a box sled to peddle milk in the winter. A lantern was placed in the 

center and the milk cases were covered with blankets. The deliveryman sat fully exposed to the 

wind and cold. 

All the fire engines in the city were horse drawn. The firemen had their sleeping quarters 

upstairs and slid down a pole when the fire bell rang. The horses were in stables behind the 

engines. The harness hung in front of the engines, ready to be dropped and tied to the horse. 

Soon these stately horses were dashing on the way. Two pulled the ladder wagon and two the 

steam engine. If a large fire was expected a fireman began already along the way to build a fire 

in the boiler to get up steam, which added pressure to the fire hoses. A fire always drew a large 

crowd of spectators. 

It was a thrill for the boys to go to a busy street, like Eastern Avenue, and ride people’s 

sleighs by standing on the runners. Often the driver did not appreciate having riders so that one 

eye always had to be alert for a sudden sweep of the whip. But who would want to miss the fun 

of a free ride? 

Into this turn of the century Grand Rapids I was born. 

 

Footnotes 

 
1
The Friesians were from Friesland, a province in the north part of the Netherlands. The Zeeuws 

were from Zeeland, a province in the south. 
2
Vrouw is Dutch for Madame. 
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