PRELIMINARY HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT
IDLE HOUR THEATRE/AVON THEATRE BUILDING
LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
435 SOUTH MAIN STREET
ROCHESTER, MICHIGAN
CHARGE OF THE HISTORIC DISTRICTS STUDY COMMITTEE
In April 2012, the Rochester City Council approved the request by the Rochester Historical
Commission to establish a Historic District Study Committee. The Historic Districts Study
Committee was appointed by Rochester City Council on September 24, 2012. On November 10,
2014, the Rochester City Council adopted Rochester Code of Ordinances, Chapter 27, Historic
Preservation. This ordinance requires that a study committee be appointed prior to the
establishment of a historic district, and shall include a majority of persons who have a clearly
demonstrated interest in, or knowledge of, historic preservation. The study committee is charged
with carrying out an inventory, research, and preparation of a preliminary historic district study
committee report for a proposed historic district following the selection criteria for evaluation
issued by the United States Secretary of the Interior for inclusion of resources in the National
Register of Historic Places, as set forth in 36 CFR part 60, and criteria established or approved
by the Michigan State Historic Preservation Office. Study committee members serve three year
terms. A list of current committee members follows.
STUDY COMMITTEE MEMBERS
Eric Bothwell, a retired General Motors graphic designer, has a history of community
involvement, including serving on the Greater Rochester Heritage Days Board, the City
Beautiful Commission, the Historical Commission and the Historic District Study Committee.
As a skilled designer and photographer, he has documented historic resources for the Study
Committee Reports and Main Street Makeover.
Gail Bothwell has lived in Rochester since 1944. She has a strong interest in historic preservation
and is an active member of the Rochester Historical Commission and the liaison to the Michigan
Historic Preservation Network. She was appointed to the Rochester Historic District Study
Committee in 2012 and has attended numerous historic related conferences and workshops.
Tricia DeMarco is a recent resident and wants to help contribute to preserving the heritage and
sense of place and community of Rochester. She is a professional planner, engineer, and LEED
accredited certified planner. She has a Master of Urban Design and Planning and a Master of
Civil Engineering. She was appointed to the Rochester Historic District Study Committee in June
2015.
John Dziurman, AIA, NCARB a registered architect with a practice focused on historic
preservation, and meets the qualification for historic architect. He is a member of the Rochester
Historical Commission, liaison to the Planning Commission and chair of the Study Committee.
Previously, he was a member of the Rochester Hills Historic District Commission for 24 years
and it’s Study Committee for 11 years.
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Paul Haig, a jeweler/art dealer is the owner of two historic properties in Rochester, an 1880
residence and an 1898 commercial building in downtown Rochester. Paul is very active in the
community and is a member of the Downtown Development Authority Board and numerous
service organizations. He has been a member and vice-chair of the Historic District Study
Committee since 2013.
Gail Kemler has lived in Rochester since the 1920s and remains active in the community. She
was a member of the Rochester Board of Education, president of the Rochester Avon Historical
Society, a member of the Historical Commission and has been actively involved in creating
historic districts in Rochester since 1977. She has been a member of the Historic District Study
Committee since 2012.
Michael Paradise is a 40 year resident of Rochester, served on three Historic District Study
Committees since 1977 and was a charter member of the Rochester Downtown Development
Authority in 1982. He is dedicated to preserving the historic legacy and charm that originally
drew him to Rochester. Michael is an Artist, Designer, Technology Coordinator & Media Lab
Manager for 20 years at Cranbrook Academy of Art.
Elaine H. Robinson and Scott Slagor, architectural historians with Commonwealth Cultural
Resources Group, Inc., assisted the study committee in its work.
INVENTORY
A photographic inventory of the proposed district was conducted in 2015 as part of the
Rochester Historic Districts Survey. Photographs for the Idle Hour/Avon Theatre building were
provided by Eric Bothwell and Michael Paradise, Rochester Historic District Study Committee.
Copies of the inventory forms are located at the Rochester City Hall, the Rochester Hills
Museum, and the State Historic Preservation Office.
DESCRIPTION OF THE DISTRICT
The Idle Hour/Avon Theatre is located on the west side of Main Street, just south of the
intersection with West University (Figures 1 and 2). Constructed within a block of commercial
buildings, the former theatre adjoins the buildings to the north and south, with no space between,
on the Main Street elevation. In front of the building is a broad sidewalk which includes street
furniture such as a street light and several benches (Figure 3).
The two-story brick building has a flat roof screened by a parapeted façade (Figure 4). The first
story of the building has an off-center glazed and wood door, which is recessed slightly from the
façade. Large display windows form the side walls of the door’s recess and extend around the
corner on either side. The south vestibule wall extends straight back from the façade and the
north vestibule wall is placed at an angle to allow customers a place to stand while the door
swings open. A fabric awning extends across the width of the first story. The façade’s second
story is pierced by two window openings; both feature fixed windows with awnings similar to
the one above the first-story fenestration. In addition to the fabric awnings, the façade is
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ornamented by mottled yellow/peach paint on the brick and pendant lights positioned at each end
of the long awning over the first-story fenestration.
The rear of the building, which extends beyond the buildings to the north and south, has a
smooth finish over the original concrete block (Figure 5). This is painted the same mottled
yellow/peach color as the façade. Two doors provide the only fenestration on the rear of the
building. The larger door, with a full-height sidelight, is located near the southwest corner of the
building. Like the façade, a fabric awning extends across the width of the door and its sidelight.
A second door, divided from the first by the projection of a chimney stack, is located closer to
the northwest corner of the building. The simple door is unornamented.
COUNT OF HISTORIC AND NON-HISTORIC RESOURCES
The proposed Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Building Historic District contains one historic
(contributing) and no non-historic (non-contributing) resources.
BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
The proposed historic Idle Hour/Avon Theatre building historic district has the following legal
description:
T3N, R11E, SEC 15 ORIGINAL PLAT N 10 FT OF LOT 52 & ALSO S 20 FT OF LOT 53.
BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION
The proposed historic district contains the entire lot on which the building has historically
occupied.
HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT
A small notice appeared in the October 3, 1913, issue of the Rochester Era announcing an
important improvement to the entertainment scene (Rochester Era 1913:7). The announcement
read:
J. W. Smith will build a new theatre for Manager Oscar Price of
the Idle Hour, adjoining the Hotel St. James on the south. The
hotel wing will be torn down and a modern brick moving picture
theatre, 20x80 ft., with a capacity of 400 built at once, and the
doors will open January 1 (Rochester Era 1913:7).
The theatre had been located in another building across the street, which was slated to become
the location of the L. C. Crissman drug store (Rochester Era [RE] 1913:7). The J. W. Smith
mentioned in the newspaper article was the owner of the St. James Hotel, located immediately
north of the planned site of the new theatre (Remembering Rochester [RR] 2009a).
On Friday, February 6, 1914, another newspaper article signaled that changes would be coming
soon. The paper reported that:
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At the close of the Sunday night show the Idle Hour closed its
doors for two weeks, or until Manager Price opens his elegant new
theatre across the street (RE 1914:5)
As the owner of the new building, J. W. Smith, was given much praise for making the “new Idle
Hour one of the finest moving picture houses in the state” (RE 1914:5). The building was
described as:
The structure is of white brick with steel ceilings and sidewalls,
concrete floors, asbestos operating booth, perfect ventilation, steam
heat, and is absolutely fireproof. It is 30x90 feet and has a seating
capacity of 400. The lighting system will be the modern indirect
system. Of the 150 lights 90 will be on the stage, with
arrangements for three different color effects. With an 180 foot
opening and a depth of 16 feet there is ample room for players and
new scenery, and a fancy drop is being painted (RE 1914:5).
The first slated performance was to be True Irish Hearts presented by the Rochester Comedy Co
(RE 1914:5). Advertisements of the Idle Hour’s showings were regular features in the local
newspapers.
The theatre did well, but the business was sold shortly after its opening at the current location in
1914. In 1915, the business was under the ownership and operation of E. J. Cole who continued
the business until 1922 when the business was sold to Charles L. Sterns (Gail Kemler personal
communication 2015; Rochester Clarion [RC]1936a:5). During this entire time, the building
remained under the ownership of Mrs. J. W. Smith, who was the widow of original owner J. W.
Smith, who leased the space to the theatre’s various owners (RC 1936a:5).
Mr. Sterns, who had previously worked in hardware in Richmond, brought new and innovative
ways draw to patrons to the entertainment venue. In December 1930, a story in the Rochester
Clarion focused on the new attraction for the Monday night audiences: “Poultry night!” Patrons
were promised a numbered coupon, with the ticket holder receiving their choice of live poultry.
The article continued:
Just think! You may be lucky enough to win a turkey, goose, or
chicken for that Christmas dinner…. The program for that evening
performance is that well-known comedian, Buster Keaton, in
Dough Boys, the funniest picture of the year (RC 1930:1).
In 1936, Sterns obtained ownership of the theatre building, at which time he took on a major
renovation and renamed the venue Avon Theatre. The changes to the building were pervasive
and included almost every aspect of the business. The Rochester Clarion explains,
Some of the many impressive new features of this theatre now
include a greatly enlarged and newly arranged seating capacity
with large roomy, comfortable, up-holstered seats. The latest in
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wide range sound system, most advanced projection and lighting
system including a new wide range picture screen, the latest in
heating and ventilating systems, which will provide a continuous
flow of invigorating purified air, the last word in modern
acoustical sound material, new drapes and screen curtain, the
carpeting of the foyer and aisles is beautiful, rich, attractive design,
a new modern colorful lighting system which adds greatly to the
general atmosphere and cheer of the new effective decorations,
comfortable, roomy and modern ladies’ and mens restrooms-have
also been provided and new colorful entrance and lobby tile floors.
The theatre front and box office is constructed of the latest vitrolite
color glass materials with new sign, lighting and marquee
arrangement of most original and effective design (RC 1936b:1).
The opening of the remodeled theatre was scheduled for Thursday through Saturday, November
26-28, 1936. The feature was to be “the biggest screen sensation of the 1936 season, The Big
Broadcast of 1937,” which featured stars of theatre and radio including Jack Benny, George
Burns and Gracie Allen (RC 1936b:1).
A new ticket price structure was also implemented with the reopening of the theatre. This called
for prices on Sunday through Tuesday to carry an adult admission of 25 cents, and bargain nights
on Wednesday and Thursday with tickets just 15 cents. On Friday and Saturday, the theatre
would have double features with an admission of 25 cents. Children were admitted to all shows
for 10 cents each (RC 1936b:1).
The change in pricing was lauded at the time as a way to pass savings on to theatregoers, because
the operating costs for the theatre itself had been reduced (RC 1936a:5). In 1941, a second
theatre was constructed in Rochester, located almost directly across the street from the Avon and
under the same ownership (RR 2009b). The theatre, with a seating capacity of 820, would
essentially replace the Avon, with the older operation only open on Friday and Saturday nights,
when they would feature second-run double features and serials (RR 2009b).
This change was the beginning of the end for the Avon theatre. By the early 1950s, it was closed
as a theatre (RR 2009b). In 1955, the building was sold to Harold Oberg for use as an appliance
store (RR 2009a; Jackson 1969:118). While the conversion was underway, in May 1955, the
façade of the building peeled away from the subsurface and crashed to the sidewalk when a steel
beam collapsed. Fortunately, no one was hurt, but it resulted in the full removal of the Art Deco
façade (RR 2009a).
Since becoming a retail facility, the former theatre building has been occupied by Michigan
Chandelier, another electronics supplier, and a number of smaller retail facilities (RR 2009a).
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISTRICT
The Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Historic District is significant at the local level under National
Register Criterion A, for its association with entertainment and commerce. The district’s period
of significance is from 1914, when the building was constructed, to 1965, as the building was
still serving its commercial function within the last fifty years.
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The National Register Criteria
The quality of significance in American history, architecture, archaeology, engineering, and
culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects that possess integrity of
location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association, and:
Criterion A. That are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the
broad patterns of our history.
The building is locally significant for its role in the entertainment and commerce of Rochester.
Originally a movie and live performance venue, the building drew crowds from the era of silent
films into “talking pictures,” evolving as needed to serve the entertainment needs for the
community and surrounding region. The building was extensively remodeled in 1936, providing
more space for theatregoers. By the 1940s, it housed a second-run movie theatre after a newer,
larger theatre was constructed across Main Street. During the early 1950s, the theatre was
darkened for the last time. Since that time, the building has been reconfigured to accommodate a
variety of retail shops.
The building has retained a good level of integrity with regard to location and setting. Changes
to the fabric of the building impact the design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association
from its time as a movie theatre, but clearly convey its history as a retail space for over the last
65 years.
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Figure 1. Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Building, 435 South Main Street, Location
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Figure 2. Idle Hour Theatre/Avon Building, 435 South Main Street, Local Historic District Boundary
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Figure 3. Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Building, Streetscape, View to the WestSouthwest

Figure 4. Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Building, Façade, View to the West

Figure 5. Idle Hour/Avon Theatre Building, Rear of Building, View to the
Northeast

