PRELIMINARY HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT
PALMER BLOCK LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
415-417 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 Palmer Block 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 Palmer Block is located on the west side of Main Street, in the middle of the block between
West University Drive and West Fourth Street (Figures 1 and 2).1 The two-story building is
adjacent to other historic commercial buildings in the downtown commercial area (Figure 3).
Both sides of South Main Street are lined with one- and two-story commercial buildings, dating
from the late nineteenth century to recent decades. Between the building and the street is a
concrete sidewalk and young trees.
The two-story brick and masonry building includes two storefronts on the first story, windows
across the second story, and a tall parapet rising above the second story (Figure 4). The parapet
hides the flat roof from the street. The first story features three separate entrance doors: two are
located in the center of the façade and one is in the southern end. The two doors in the center,
1

The map in Figure 2 utilizes City of Rochester GIS mapping for the legal parcels overlaid on an aerial
photograph. The distortion seen is a result of the angle of the aerial photography. In reality, the building at the
footprint is within the defined boundary
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each with a transom window, share a common recessed entryway. The sides of the recess are
comprised of straight walls, which include a narrow, plate glass window above a paneled wood
bulkhead wall and are topped by a single light transom. Similar windows are utilized for the
display windows on the façade, with two windows situated to the north of the recessed entry and
two narrower windows located to its south. The third entrance door, also recessed, is located to
the south of the southern storefront and provides access to the second story. All the doors are
paneled with a glazed upper half.
There are six window openings on the second story. Each of the one-over-one windows is
separated from the other by simple, unfluted Ionic pilasters on plain bases. On the north and
south ends of the second floor, cobblestones set in panels provide additional ornamentation. Each
panel contains four cobblestones, stacked two-over-two. There are 10 panels on each end, which
rise to the cornice line. Each side is capped by a large, blocky bracket, with a flat portion with a
shield-like panel below it. Above the six windows, and stretching between the cobblestone
panels, is a wide stone band serving as a common lintel. This forms a base for four rows of
panels with impressed five-point stars. The upper section of the parapet is divided by a series of
brackets separated by appliqued panels with large, wide, shield-like motifs. Capping all of this is
a simple, unornamented cornice shelf.
The building is flanked on both sides by one-and-one-half story buildings, leaving a portion of
the red, brick, side elevations visible. The brick of the southern elevation includes an infilled
arched window (see Figure 3). Further west the walls are constructed of concrete block that has
been painted white (Figure 5). The westernmost elevation of the building is sheathed with brown
bricks, which also form brick quoins at the outer corners (Figure 6). The north brick wall extends
to form a free-standing wall where numerous utility meters are placed.
The street level of the west elevation includes a single fully glazed door near the south corner of
the elevation. A second similar door is located off-center to the south, with display windows
flanking the door and extending across most of the remaining elevation. The windows rest on a
brick bulkhead wall with a limestone cap. Limestone also forms surrounds for each of the four
individual windows on the second story. These windows are double hung with six-over-six
sashes. Above each window, the single door, and extending the width of the door and window
combination are flared metal awnings.
COUNT OF HISTORIC AND NON-HISTORIC RESOURCES
The proposed Palmer Block historic district contains one historic (contributing) and no nonhistoric (non-contributing) resources.
BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
The proposed Palmer Block Historic District has the following legal description:
T3N, R11E, SEC 15 ORIGINAL PLAT N 30 FT OF S 40 FT OF LOT 49
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BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION
The proposed historic district contains the entire site of the building. The building is located
within its original property boundaries.
HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT
Louis E. Palmer was born in Addison, Lenawee County, Michigan on July 16, 1854 (Henry
2005a). The family relocated to nearby Hudson shortly after Louis’ birth, and it was in this
community that he was raised and met his future wife, Clara Scarritt. Clara was the daughter of
James Madison Scarritt, who owned The Hudson Post and was a book publisher (Henry 2001:2).
Louis and Clara married in 1874, and after living briefly in Saline, Louis moved to Rochester in
1878 (Henry 2001:2). Mrs. Palmer and the couple’s eldest son, Fred, followed by rail some time
later (Henry 2001:2). By 1880, census records indicate that the young family lived in Rochester
and that Louis was a jeweler (United States [US] Census Bureau [CB] 1880).
Although recorded as a jeweler in 1880, Louis did not open his first store until March 1883,
working from his home before this date (Henry 2001:2). Because he worked in a bookstore prior
to moving to Rochester, and because his father was a tailor, it is speculated that the money
needed to purchase the properties in Rochester’s commercial center came from Louis’ father-inlaw (Henry 2001:2).
Palmer built his first stores in Rochester at what is today 405-407 South Main Street (Larsen
2011:38). When the building was nearing completion in June 1883, the Rochester Era reported
that “Palmer’s cornice is being put up on his new brick block and it ‘beats ‘em all’” (Larsen
2011:38). Always seeking opportunity, Palmer took advantage of a roller skating craze and
constructed Palmer’s Palace Rink in 1884 (Remembering Rochester [RR] 2012). The rink, which
was located at 409, 411, and 413 South Main Street, was completed in 1884 and stood 45 x 110
feet with a truss roof to eliminate any obstacles from the skating rink floor. The grand opening
for the facility was held in February 1885, and within five years, the roller skating craze was
over, so the space served as a dance hall, with the front portion partitioned off into three
storefronts (RR 2012).
Palmer occupied the south corner store with his jewelry store, and at least one of the other
storefronts housed a barbershop. In 1896 or 1897, Palmer decided to relocate his business farther
north on the street, but retained ownership of the first store and former rink buildings for the
rental income from a variety of tenants (Larsen 2011:38, 45).
When the new block was completed, at 415-417 South Main, the store at 417 was occupied by
Palmer. William J. Fraser, who served as justice of the peace, ran a harness making operation out
of the building at 415 (Larsen 2011:45). In 1897, the Michigan State Gazetteer included a listing
for Palmer, indicating his business was “jewelry and tobacco” (Polk 1897:1427).
Palmer was known in Rochester as Dr. Palmer, an acknowledgement of his degree in optometry
obtained from a school in Chicago (Henry 2001:5). In addition to his extensive watch repair
business, customers could also purchase eyeglasses in his store. Palmer was known for his
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affordable prices, often charging about half of what the competition did for their glasses. He was
once quoted as saying, “there isn’t a pair of glasses worth more than $4.00” (Henry 2001:5).
In 1900, the census records that the Palmer family consisted of Lewis [sic] and his wife, Clara,
and their seven children: sons Fred S. (24), Louis (18), and William (12); and daughters Clara
(16), May (15), Marigold (5), and Pauline (3) (US CB 1900). Two of the sons had established
careers, with Fred following his father into the jewelry business and Louis listed as an optician.
In 1920, the third son, William, was also noted in the census as “with father,” suggesting he too
had followed his father’s footsteps into the jewelry business (US CB 1920). Even Pauline, the
youngest child, would pursue the jewelry business, with both Pauline and Fred eventually
operating stores in competition with their father (Larsen 2011:45). William also had his own
jewelry business, first in Utica and later Royal Oak, but had returned to Rochester to assist his
aging father in the business by 1929 (Rochester Avon Historical Society 2015). Unfortunately,
William met an untimely death in 1934 as the result of an automobile accident (Henry 2001:5)
By 1920, Louis Palmer and his wife were living in the apartment above their store at 417 South
Main (US CB 1920). Louis died in the apartment in 1935, and Clara continued to reside there
until her own death in 1938 (Henry 2005a; 2005b). At Louis’s death, the Rochester Clarion ran a
large article about him, noting that he was “Rochester’s oldest merchant” and that he had started
his jewelry business there 52 years earlier (Rochester Clarion [RC] 1935:1). Tributes to Palmer
continued several days after his death, including the following in a local paper:
A Builder of Rochester, The Late L. E. Palmer, Sr., did more to
build up Main Street than any resident of Rochester. When he
came to Rochester in 1878 he bought the two frame stores on the
east side, one of which he occupied for several years, when he
acquired the Seneca Newberry property across the street, on which
were two old frame house. He also bought twenty feet off the Dr.
J. E. Wilson property adjoining. He built up a solid block of three
stores, now occupied by J. C. Plassey, Elmer LeBlond, and
Stackhouse Bros. The roller skating craze was at its height
(sic)….When the bottom fell out of roller skating and he turned it
into a dance hall and opera house (Henry 2005a).
Members of the Palmer family continued to live in the second-story flat until 1949, when Clara
Palmer Miller passed away (Henry 2001:4). Meanwhile, the storefronts were quickly occupied
by other businesses. Businesses at 415 South Main included Brownell’s Grocery in the 1920s,
and Baldy Benson’s barbershop, Joe’s Baber Shop, Wayne Heating and Cooling, and De Van
Skiver’s Avon Photography (Larsen 2011:45). Next door at 417 South Main, after the jewelry
store closed, the building was home to the House of Custom Colors, which was responsible for a
major renovation to the building in 1960. In 1960, the Rochester Clarion announced that current
owner, Mrs. Clair Douglas of Goodison, planned to spend an estimated $5,000 to remodel the
façade. “A new colonial-type front will be installed,” with the work being done by contractor
Frank Rewold and Son (RC 1960). Subsequent businesses included Sherwin Williams paint store
and a variety of other short tenured businesses (Larsen 2011:45).
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In 2010, the Main Street elevation of the block underwent a second major renovation. The
restoration by John Dziurman Architects Ltd. won an Outstanding Downtown Investment Award
from Main Street Oakland County in 2011 and returned the building’s façade to the 1897
appearance (John Dziurman personal communication 2015; Larsen 2011:45).
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISTRICT
The Palmer Block Historic District is significant under National Register Criterion A, for
its association with a pattern of historical events, Criterion B for its association with the lives of
persons significant in our past, and under Criterion C, for its embodiment of the distinctive
characteristics of a type of architecture and planning. The areas of significance are commerce,
community planning and development, and architecture. The district’s period of significance is
from 1897, when the Palmer Block was constructed, to 1965, as the building was still serving its
commercial function within the last fifty years
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 Palmer Block is locally significant to the commercial development of Rochester, Michigan.
The third building erected under the ownership of Louis E. Palmer, it has housed a variety of
stores and services important in the community. Everything from a jewelry store, which also sold
eyeglasses, to barbershops and paint stores have all been housed in the building, some for many
decades at a time.
Criterion B. That are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.
Born in Lenawee County, Michigan, Louis E. Palmer didn’t arrive in Rochester until about 1878,
but he was considered to be “A Builder of Rochester” (Henry 2005a). In addition to the Palmer
Block at 415-417 South Main Street, Louis directed the construction of stores on both the east
and west side of South Main Street. Included in the buildings Palmer constructed was Palmer’s
Palace Rink, located at 405, 411, and 413 South Main. The building took advantage of the brief
craze for roller skating, and later was a dance hall and opera house with storefronts added along
the street front. It was because of Louis E. Palmer that a number of the buildings between Fourth
and Fifth (now University Drive) Streets were constructed.
Criterion C. That embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of
construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that
represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual
distinction.
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The Palmer Block embodies the distinctive characteristics of a commercial storefront from the
late nineteenth century. The elaborate decoration, arrangement of storefronts, and the placement
of the third façade door leading to the upper floor are typical of commercial buildings of the era.
Restored in 2010, the façade recreates the 1897 ornate appearance, including embossed panels,
ornate cornices, and a variety of materials.
The building retains a high level of integrity, with only modest changes made over its long
history. Most of the changes that have occurred were corrected during the restoration process in
2010. Overall, the Palmer Block retains integrity of location, design, setting, materials,
workmanship, feeling, and association.
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Figure 4. Palmer Block, Facade, View to the West

Figure 5. Palmer Block, North and West Elevations, View to the Southeast

Figure 6. Palmer Block, West Elevation, View to the Northeast

