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WATSON’S HISTORIC 

GROCERY MUSEUM

In an enormous show of unity, the citizens of State 

Center raised enough pledges to help buy and preserve 

a piece of the town’s history.  At the first auction, the 

group purchased grocery items, pictures and 

collectibles.  The next day, the committee bought the 

building, the tin ceiling, the furniture and fixtures and 

even the front door handle as they were auctioned.

The committee now owned Watson’s Grocery, but it  was 

in need of attention.  More than 50 volunteers began the 

process of restoration.  Wooden surfaces were cleaned, 

metal work polished, and cases and shelves filled with 

period merchandise and antique packaging.  The 

store-front logos were repainted.  Aprons were made 

with the Watson’s Grocery logo, similar to the ones 

worn by Ralph and Florence.

On October 19, 1989, the community celebrated as 

Watson’s Grocery opened its doors for business again. 

This time, as a turn-of-the-century grocery store 

museum bringing statewide attention to State Center.

The State Center Historical Society was formed.  This 

non-profit organization still operates the store as a 

museum, continuing the process of restocking 

shelves with antique grocery items and making 

structural repairs.  The museum is operated solely 

by volunteers who give educational tours to visitors.

Watson’s Grocery Museum operates on donations and 

annual dues paid to the State Center Historical Society.  

In 1997, Watson’s Grocery was the recipient of  a 

Project Main Street grant that helped make repairs to 

the store-front structure.
  
 Watson’s Grocery Museum is 

 part of a historic district that 

 also includes Sheppler Barbershop

 Museum, Washington Township 

 Schoolhouse and many restored, 

 late 19th century buildings.

There is no admission fee to tour Watson’s Grocery.  

Tours may be scheduled by appointment.  Individuals, 

groups and school classes are welcome.





History of Watson’s Grocery

A Community Landmark
The history of Watson’s Grocery spans more than 

100 years.  In 1885, a fire destroyed eight businesses 

on State Center’s Main Street, Watson’s Grocery 

included.  While the structure was rebuilt, William 

Watson Sr. sold groceries from a tent.

The new store was furnished with the best shelves, 

bins and ice box, all made of oak.  Covered barrel

storage was installed and the best maple was used 

for the floor.  Sturdy benches and chairs awaited 

farmers who shared their troubles, or housewives 

who traded their farm-fresh eggs for groceries.  

Most of these original fixtures were restored and 

are preserved in the store today.

Through the years, Watson’s Grocery experienced a 

few changes.  The hanging gas lights were modified 

for electricity.  Indoor plumbing replaced outhouses.

The oak ice box was wired with electric cooling to 

replace the large blocks of ice.

Grocery bins behind the counter that had been filled 

with bulk flour, coffee, beans and sugar were stocked 

with prepackaged items of the same products.  Four

50-gallon barrels that once held vinegar for homemakers’ 

canning needs were retired in 1971 and bottled vinegar 

was sold instead.  Even though things were modernized

to meet customer demands, Watson’s Grocery still 

looked like a turn-of-the-century store.

In 1962, Watson’s Grocery became a Greyhound bus

stop. It was common to see travelers waiting on a 

long wooden bench in front of the store when the 

weather was pleasant.

The Watsons were known for accommodating their 

customers.  They delivered groceries around town 

to people who couldn’t get out.  They allowed their

“regulars” to charge items when times were rough.

Watson’s Grocery was the place to hear the local

news and chat about the weather until the day it 

closed in 1981.

Preserving A Piece Of History
In 1979, heir Ralph Watson died.  His wife Florence 

kept the store open for a short time, then one day

she just locked the doors and left.  Florence was not 

willing to sell the store, so Watson’s Grocery sat 

undisturbed until her death in 1989.

Following her death, townspeople established a

committee to save Watson’s Grocery as a landmark 

and museum. But they were in for a battle.  The Watson 

heirs decided to sell the building and contents at two 

auctions; one to sell the antique collectibles and one to 

sell the building and fixtures.  


