
The St. Clair Inn 
90th Anniversary Celebration



Welcome, during the next six hours, 

we will share the 90 year history of the Inn.



“It hurts that it isn’t the same. In all my travels, people knew of the
St. Clair Inn. I was in Hong Kong ran into a guy in the service, he
was from Boston. When he found I was from the state of Michigan,
he said that he and his family would go to the St. Clair Inn. The St.
Clair Inn was the place. It fed the community, it was the center of
the community. ” Rick Shinske 2015
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Not sure why it had a sample room. 

Since Prohibition was in full swing.

Creighten Holden was the first manager. 



Holly Holden

“During Prohibition, my Grandfather 

adhered to the law and the St. Clair 

Inn was a “dry” establishment.  One 

day he was approached by members 

of the notorious Purple Gang. They 

demanded that Grandpa pay them 

protection and they wanted to utilize 

the basement of the Inn as a drop 

off/storage spot for bootlegged 

booze being smuggled in from 

Canada. If he did not agree to their 

demands, they threatened to “take 

him for a ride” (aka kill him). My 

Grandfather refused to buckle under. 

Instead, He gave the thugs a message 

for their boss. He (the mob boss) 

would always be welcomed as a guest 

at the St. Clair Inn. In addition 

Grandpa would continue to purchase 

goods (produce etc) from any 

legitimate business operated by 

members of the Purple Gang Family. 

The Mob Boss was impressed by my 

Grandfather’s moxie and he was 

never bothered by the Purple Gang 

or any other mobsters again.”





 Pass through to dining room







 1940-Merle Levy

















1936 photo of Clayton 

French, chef under the 

direction of A.H. Moore.  

Clayton’s family started 

French’s Bakery in Port 

Huron in the 1930’s, and it 

ran until the 1980’s.  

Clayton was also a chef 

aboard many Great Lakes 

ships.  His nephew Stan 

Carroll was a chef at the Inn 

in the 1980’s.  Stan enjoyed 

sailing too, he and his wife 

Jennifer spent their wedding 

night at the inn in 1982.





Taken from the Independent Press-

Thursday , March 14, 1963

Dr. Inches & residence.



 Creighten managed the hotel until 1934.



1938

1931



He left for Detroit . . . 

Some would say,  “He was just flipping hamburgers in Detroit.”

About 1927 Hudson



Fred W. Moore
Creighten Holden, Sr.





 The Holden Family



The quaint town of St. Clair, the beautiful St. Clair River, whose sand bar makes the ships 

turn course for an amazing view from the Inn and now a man with personality and business 

sense.



 Creighten and Belle Holden lived in the  St. Clair 

Inn.  On the second floor, street side.



Independent Press 1963



According to the story 

passed to me by Creighten

Holden III and Laura 

Crawford,   “Sadly the reason 

for the brothers buying the 

remaining stock, was the  

discovery Creighten Sr. ‘s lung 

cancer. “



“Creighten Holden Jr.  & 

his brother Robert were 

told that they would buy 

the remaining shares of the 

Inn. (Creighten Jr.  always 

said he would never say 

“no” to his father).”



Creighten III continued, “The Holden crest was added in 1949 to match book 

covers and the front awning. Late the next year, they invested in sterling 

silverware, sugar bowls, and put the crest on the plates, etc. 



“These were stolen by many. (In fact, much of what we now have has been 

given to us by former employees and friends who had applied the ‘five-finger 

discount’ in procuring the items).”











Why was it called the Captain’s House?  Well, because it was once owned by 

Captain Bob Pringle.  His father was Captain John C. Pringle, and mother 

Anna.  In 1907 they were living on the hill, in this home.



The Senior Captain John C. Pringle was born in Scotland, in 1839, he navigated both 

land and sea.  At one time walking to Detroit from Bay City, another from Sarnia. He 

even bought a ship off of the Langell Shipyard, the Simon Langell, which was built here 

in 1886.  



But it was his son, Captain Bob, who would stay at the St. Clair Inn when he was on 

shore.  He owned the Pringle Barge Line in Cleveland, and pictured here is one of his 

boats.  Now, the Inn got tired of him being out on the deck in his undershirt, and he 

got tired of the Inn complaining about him being out on the deck in his undershirt.  

That is why he built his home just south of the St. Clair Inn.  







In 1953, the Holdens bought the 

Country Club.



May 1955

Wiffi Smith came to St. Clair In May

of 1955, and worked at the Country

Club. In 1954 she won the USGA

National Juniors, and in 55, right

before coming to St. Clair, she won

her Woman's Amateur North / South

Title. Where does a name like Wiffi

come from?

Her name was actually Margaret,

but she got her nickname while she

was in the womb. Her mother was

in a tiny Indian village in the jungles

of South America. She was walking

along and this witch doctor stopped,

looked, smiled, then came over and

patted her stomach. “Huifi,” he said,

pronounced ‘Wiffi’ meant ‘Something

is coming’. She didn’t even know she

was pregnant, and wasn’t even a

month along, but returning to Mexico

City, she found out it was true.



Creighten Holden, Jr. In a 2000

interview-- “And Wiffi flew into

Detroit – in those days, the airport was

down on Gratiot- and they flew her up

to the St. Clair County Airport in a

private plane. And we sent the Inn’s

station wagon to pick her up because

she was going to stay with us and play

out of the St. Clair golf club.”

“The Inn station wagon was an old

Desoto station wagon and on the door

it had “St. Clair Inn.” There was a

Whiffi standing there and my brother

Bob standing there and they took a

picture and put it in the paper, but they

erased the “St. Clair Inn” off the door

because we hadn’t paid for an ad. That

was how chintzy the Times Herald was

in those days.”



At the Country Club, Wiffi only performed

office duties, as to keep her amateur status.

But she was on the course practicing, before

and after work, rain or shine!

She turned pro in 1957 and went on to win

eight times on the LPGA Tour, between 1957

and 1960.

Wiffi Smith later spoke fondly of the Holden’s.

“Bob was a wonderful man. His whole family

took me in and helped me financially and

encouraged me in all my endeavors. I

remember I learned to dance in their kitchen.

Like with the Bells, I became family and they

helped me move along in the world.”



June 22, 1961

Fred Miller

“I will never forget the fire.  Jim 

Edgette, the night clerk at the Inn 

and my buddy, called me at home 

around 2:30 or 3:00 am and told 

me the Country Club was on fire.  I 

grabbed my clothes, jumped in my 

car and flew as fast as I could go 

down Cass and up Riverside.  No 

traffic and no stops around 100 

mph.  Just as I was passing the 

water tower the fire whistle went 

off.  I was driving flat out as fast as 

my car would go up the hill.  I was 

the first one there.  Strange since it 

was quiet except for the sound of 

the huge fire.  I knew George the 

care taker was there but I could 

not get in. George died from smoke 

asphyxiation. He was a good man 

and my friend and I still feel bad I 

could not save him.” 



“Minutes later Creight Holden and the fire 

department arrived.  Immediately the 

firemen put on their gear and entered the 

locker room.  I remember Mr. Holden 

requesting he get some gear to go with the 

firemen and told no.  When the fire reached 

the bar the liquor blew up with a huge blue 

flame and quite a noise.  It took some doing 

but the guys got the fire out.  I was a total 

loss.  Later that day I was helping clean up 

and I notice that if I pushed on one of the 

walls still standing it moved.  I told Don 

Reynolds, the manager, he said push it down.  

After a few shoves the wall came down.  

After I did it I thought ‘what if it fell on me’.  

A typical young kid.”



“We saved 206 Golf bags and clubs and about 50 cases of beer.  The coolers insulated 

the beer, only the top three or four rows were damaged.  The cooler did a good job 

in reverse. We moved it across the street to the Feldman house which the Inn 

owned.   I have no idea what happened to the beer.”



The area was cleaned up pretty fast.  I remember a Country Club party after a member’s 

tournament with no club house and much of anything else. A huge tent was installed.

Warren Zimmer was cooking steaks over a hot charcoal fire in a wheel barrow.  I still 

remember him standing there in the dark while the members stood in line for their steak.  





Independent Press 1963









In the photo of the 1954 St. Clair River Dance Club. Creighton Sr. is the guy 

leaning on the piano on the right side in the back. His bride Jean sits on the 

floor in the front row, third from the left. 



Susan Cobourn Schmidt- received via email:  “We had all our special occasions 

there. Birthdays. Mother's second wedding reception.  My rehearsal dinner,  

February, 1969. Sometimes my parents took me there at night to hear Lenny 

Dee play the organ. He was quite the comedian & told off color jocks.  That was 

in the late 50's or early 60’s. 

The Inn owned one of the first color TVs in St. Clair. It was in the lobby & I

remember going there to watch something. Maybe the Rose Bowl parade.”



Belle later lived on the first floor.  Mike LaPorte recalled, “I can remember when we 

put up the tree in the in the Lobby, we did a real tree, she would bring out a chair, 

and tell us where to put each and every ornament.  It was very particular to her, even 

at her age.”



Holly Holden agreed with Mike. “My Grandmother, Belinda Holden, was a

formidable woman! It was an annual Inn tradition that Grandma Belle was in

charge of the Christmas tree. No one else would dare encroach on her domain.

Once the tree was delivered and set up in the lobby, Grandma was in charge.

She positioned herself in front of the tree and proceeded to supervise the

decorating. Grandma would point with her cane, which she welded like a saber,

to the exact spot where each ornament was to be hung. She managed her

troops with the precision and demeanor of a Marine Drill Sergeant. Grandma’s

minions were hapless busboys who just happened to be in the wrong place and

the wrong time. NO ONE wanted to draw Christmas Tree duty. The tree was

always magnificent, truly a work of art, and I don’t believe any of the young men

who were pressed into service bore any lasting scars… at least I hope not.”

Amber Mareski

in front of the 

St. Clair Inn 

Tree.  



Peggy Moore-Roll- “Here are some photos from our wedding reception at the Inn. 

These were taken by Charlie Moore on November 28, 1959. Jack Roll of Marine 

City and Peggy Moore of St. Clair.”



Beginning at the right - Mary Stuart Moore, Franklin Moore, 

Nancy Moore, Rob Roll, Peggy Moore-Roll,  Jack Roll.  



When we were kids, my father,

Creighton D. Holden, established a

breakfast routine; At least once a

week, he would take all school age

children to the Inn for breakfast. This

was met with varying degrees of

enthusiasm by myself and my 4

siblings. My Mom, on the other hand,

was delighted! She relished the

prospect of a “kid free” morning. I

recall sitting on the Inn’s cozy South

porch on cold, damp, gray November

mornings. I would look out the

window at the steam rolling off the

River. My Dad would let us select our

choices from the menu. Then he

would proceed to “build” his

breakfast, of oatmeal, butter, cream

and brown sugar (always in that

order).

Those mornings were punctuated

with lively conversation, humor and

fun. The breakfast tradition

continued and eventually included

my son Creighton (Trip). Today,

when I see morning steam rising off

a body of water, I am transported

back to my childhood and

breakfasts at the Inn with Dad.









The St. Clair Inn
A special place to many

Thomas Bell worked at the Inn for 22 years, both as a 

Bell Hop and a Waiter.   Here he is shown in an article 

on the Inn in 1953.  He passed away in January 2015.



By 1953 Mark Zimmer had

been the Inn’s Chef for ten

years. By 1961 he is was whip-

ping up poppy seed dressing for

President Kennedy’s Inaugural

Luncheon!



The St. Clair Inn
A special place to many





The Mireau Family- as told by Tommy–”As a child,

we fished and swam off the docks, and would do fake

drownings when customers would pass by (hiding

under the boardwalk). We would help dock the

boats, and get tipped for doing so. The late 60’s we

would enjoy sitting close to where they let the

fireworks off at the north end of the property. I

actually kept my boat there. It was kind of our

playground, we lived up on Second Street, north of

Vine Street. My brother and I even got caught

running from roof to roof- Gomez and Mike Laporte

called my dad.”

“Six of our family members worked at the Inn I think

five at one time. When my brother Dave went from

coat check to bus boy, I was hired to check coats. I

was thirteen. In 1974 I was caddy for Creighton

Holden II, he won the invitational tournament and he

made me his regular Caddy. I won Rooky Caddie of

the year that year. I got to know Creighton well, and

laugh now when I think of him throwing his clubs if

he made a bad swing.”





The St. Clair Inn
A special place to many



: Well, Bob was four years younger. When Bob quit school, Dad put him on the worst Scullery jobs at the Holden’s

Drive-In to get him to go back to school. And Bob just said the hell with it. He took it right in stride, worked at

Holden’s Drive-In at night, he’d sleep a little then he went down to the pool halls. When he was still high school age

– he became a pool shark. He was really good. When he was 16 or 17 years old he was making money as a pool

shark down in Brunswick pool hall, which was a four-story building by the Brunswick Pool people, down in Detroit,

where all the pool sharks met and played pool for money. So by noon he’d be down at the pool hall with the sharks

and making money. He thwarted my father and finally my dad gave up and realized he wasn’t going to go to school

and he made him a manager. He put Bob in charge of one of the stores. He did so well he wound up being Assistant

Manager to my father.This is when he’s about 20 years old.

To make a long story short, the army came along and Bob was drafted and sent to Camp Custer and Don Bacon

came along, the son of the man who started Bacon’s drug store, in St. Clair. So, Don, who was blind in one eye and

was confined to a desk, had the job of assigning Bob to a unit. Bob had terrible eyes and was going to be confined

to non-combat duty. Bob had always loved animals and he raised dogs. So Don told Bob about a K-9 Corps that

hadn’t started yet but was forming at Camp Crawford in Nebraska and its primary reason was going to be to raise

dogs for scouting use in combat. So Bob was sent to Camp Crawford. He was right in on the beginning of the K-9

Corps. The K-9 Corps needed a manual and Bob and another guy wrote the manual for the K-9 Corps of the

United States Army. Bob stayed with the K-9 Corps and became a Master Sergeant. I met him one time in Topeka,

Kansas. He was on a train and had whole freight cars full of dogs. He’d been on a trip for the army. Mostly police

dogs and these kind of dogs. He would take ‘em back to Camp Crawford and train ‘em for the army. They would be

trained to do all sorts of things. Steve will be able to tell you all the things his dad did for the army.

After the war, Bob still kept up his hobby with horses and dogs. He met a man whose hobby was raising Tennessee

Walking Horses. He and Bob became good friends and raised horses together. This is while he and I were operating

the Inn. He got into amateur rodeo riding. When he’d get interested in something, he almost had tunnel vision. He

did the same thing with golf. When he wasn’t at the Inn, he was practicing golf. He became so proficient he won the

club championship in all four clubs in the river district in one year. At any rate, Bob got tired of playing second

fiddle to me. We never had an argument. Differences, but no arguments. I was older and had the same name as my

dad. My dad was known by everybody in Port Huron. Then all of a sudden, Dad dies and Creight Holden is still at

the Inn. Bob would always allow me to take the lead. I became very active in the Michigan Hotel Association. Bob

had no interest in it at all. He had no interest in any type of politics. At any rate, I joined a group that was founded

in Texas and was called… they were independently owned properties that were amalgamated. At the beginning

there were eight of us including Ed Leach, who was the President of the Jack Tar Hotel chain. Jack Tar was a Texas

hotel chain that was owned by a wealthy Texan who own five insurance companies. His name was Charlie

Sammons. And Ed Leach was the President of the Jack Tar hotel chain, based in Galveston, Texas. I got to know Ed

Leach by attending American Hotel Association meetings and we got to be friends. And Ed said "Our group in Texas

is going to form a referral company and send each other business and we're going to form a chain, but we'll be

independently owned and we'd love to have you in the group because it would be nice to have a hotel in Michigan."



N: The museum also had pictures of St. Clair before the 

change. We haven’t even touched on why St. Clair was torn 

down in the 60’s and who was behind the renovation.

C: I’m afraid I was and I apologize for it. It should never 

have been done. George Thompson and myself and Ray Gellain

and Johnny Emig, who was Mayor for years, were responsible. 

And we finally got Frank Moore involved because he was at the 

bank. My problem was I’d get the bit in my mouth and I’d run 

with it. I had influence with the Governor and everybody 

because I was Republican National Committeeman for the State 

of Michigan. We had Republican Governors. And anyway, I had 

dreamed of a boardwalk. I just said “there should be a boardwalk 

on the St. Clair River.” That was a beautiful idea. “And there 

should be a park.” Now, first of all, the back of the stores on the 

river from the Interurban Station on down to the Pine River was 

just slum. It just looked like a New York slum from the river. It 

was crummy lookin’.

I dreamed of a boardwalk from the Inn down to Pine River. I 

sold it to the other powers-that-be of the town – John Emig, 

George Thompson, he had a hardware store on the river. He 

later started Thompson Furniture. When he moved into the 

furniture business, he took over the old Joachim grocery store 

and started Thompson’s Furniture Store. He was a natural born 

entrepreneur. The other man involved was Ray Gellein. We’ll get 
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