PRELIMINARY HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT
HARRISON BUILDING/ROCHESTER COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
ADMINISTRATION BUILDING LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
501 WEST UNIVERSITY DRIVE
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 graphic designer, has a long history of involvement with the community,
including serving on the Greater Rochester Heritage Days board, the City Beautiful commission,
and both the historical commission and the historic district study committee.
Gail Bothwell is an active member of the Rochester Historical Commission and has a keen
interest in historic preservation. She has been on the Rochester Historic District Study
Committee since it was founded and assisted with surveying the historic resources of Rochester.
Tricia DeMarco is a professional planner, engineer, and LEED accredited certified planner. She
has a Master of Urban Design and Planning and has served on the Historic District Study
Committee since January 2015.
John Dziurman, a registered architect with a practice focused on historic preservation,
meets the federal professional qualification standards for historic architect. He has been a
member of the Rochester Historical Commission since 2009, serving as its liaison to the
Planning Commission since 2012. Additionally, he has served as a member of the Rochester
Historic District Commission for 24 years and it’s Study Committee for 11 years.
Paul Haig is the owner of two Rochester properties, including his ca. 1880 house and the W.
Harvey Greene Building, a restored commercial building in downtown Rochester. In addition to
the restoration of his store, Mr. Haig’s work includes the restoration of art and other objects for
both private owners and museums.
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Gail Kemler has served on various historic district study committees since the early 1970s
working to protect the historic buildings of Rochester.
Michael Paradise has served on various historic district study committees since the early 1970s,
and was a founding member of the Rochester Downtown Development Authority in 1982. Mr.
Paradise has expressed a desire to preserve and maintain the historic structures that add charm
and character to the City of Rochester.
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. The photographer for the Harrison Building/Rochester
Community Schools Administration Building was Eric Bothwell, Rochester Historic District
Study Committee. Copies of the photographs and resulting historic district reports are located at
the Rochester City Hall, the Rochester Hills Museum, and the State Historic Preservation Office.
DESCRIPTION OF THE DISTRICT
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building is located at 501
West University Drive, with the property bordered on the west by Wilcox Street and the south by
West Fourth Street (Figures 1 and 2). The building complex consists of four major sections: the
original school and wing addition (known as the Harrison Building, 1889-1907); the 1916 High
School; a 1921 gymnasium addition; and a 1927-1929 addition (Figure 3). The final component,
two modern entrances and a circulation corridor, were completed in 1989.
As is appropriate for a school building, it was constructed in the area it needed to serve. Even
today, much of the surrounding area, particularly off Fourth and Wilcox Streets, is residential.
The northern boundary, along West University Drive, includes a number of private residences;
several have been converted to commercial use. On the former school lot itself, the building
complex stretches from the oldest component at the south to the north and west in an almost
rambling form.
A large surface parking lot occupies the southwest corner of the Harrison Building/Rochester
Community Schools Administration Building lot. A second, smaller surface parking lot extends
north from West Fourth Street and connects to a second, large surface lot at the northeast corner
of the property. The northeast parking lot is positioned lower than the school building due to the
natural terrain. As a result, landscaping includes several stairways for pedestrians to utilize when
making their way into the building (Figure 4)
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Harrison Building
At the southernmost end of the building complex is the original District #5 school building, later
renamed the Harrison Building. The Harrison Building has an irregular footprint, which is
essentially a backward Z-plan with several small wings and a tower (Figure 5). The building is a
two-story, red-brick building constructed on a coursed fieldstone foundation with a limestone
watertable. The main roof is steeply pitched, hipped, and clad in asphalt shingles. There are two
cross gables, one extending from the south roof slope and a similar cross gable on the east roof
slope. At the southeast junction of the building wings stands a tower with a flat roof, the result of
removal of the original bell. The modest building includes relatively little ornament, with most of
it occurring in the brickwork. Brick corbels, where the brick steps forward from the course
below, form a cornice band around the entire building. On the tower structure, brick corbels
above the cornice band create a series of recessed panels in the wall (Figure 6).
The original front door is located at the southeast corner of the building (see Figure 6). Over
time, this opening has been reconfigured to meet school requirements, something that can be
seen by the changes in the pointing between the brick courses around and above the current
opening. Today, the entrance consists of a pair of fully glazed doors flanked by two-light, fullheight sidelights. Most of the windows on the building are double hung, with one-over-one
sashes. Windows on the façade and west elevations first story are topped by arched transom
lights (see Figure 5). These windows lack formal hoods, instead utilizing soldier coursed brick
following the open arch, called voussoirs, to emphasize the arched opening. Second-story
windows, and most of the remaining windows on the building, have a flat arched (or jack arch)
opening. Additional windows in the Harrison building include two sets of windows in the tower.
On the south elevation of the north building wing are two fixed light windows, each with a large
center light surrounded by smaller lights.
The most distinctive feature of the façade is the pair of slightly projecting windows on the
second story, which form the base of a wall dormer that culminates with a gable peak. The
dormer includes a series of brick corbels at the base of the window, below a stone band that
serves as the sill for the two windows. Above the windows are heavy stone lintels. The dormer
continues up the side of the building, projecting about the width of one brick until it reaches a
point even with the decorative corbeling near the top of the wall. From this point, the corbelling
steps out further on each side of the dormer to create brackets supporting the gable-peaked roof
above. Ten courses below the dormer wall, the bricks between the two brackets form corbel
stacks to create a stepped cornice band. The dormer above has fish scale shingles on the wall and
a paired, one-over-one window in the peak. A similar dormer, with three windows on the second
story, is located at the center of the east elevation of the school (Figure 7).
Extending from the north elevation of the early school building are two wings, both very similar
in materials and appearance to the main building. The original wing has the same soft-red brick
and corbeled cornice line. Fenestration includes tall, narrow windows with one-over-one sashes
and that are placed in pairs. Only the east elevation retains any of the original fenestration due to
a modern entrance pavilion added to the west elevation as part of the remodeling done in 1989
(Figure 8).
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Also constructed of brick, the entrance pavilion also utilizes some of the same design features,
such as the distinctive dormers, to tie the two portions of the building together (Figure 9).
1916 High School
Positioned in the northwest corner of the property, the 1916 High School building has a
rectilinear form, which is oriented parallel to University Drive (Figure 10). The three-story brick
building has limestone details. The exterior walls rise to a parapet, hiding the flat roof on the
east, west, and north elevations. At each corner of the parapet, and positioned in the center of the
north and west elevations, are ornate stone carvings. The carvings consist of a series of
horizontal blocks and a vertical piece with a point at the bottom tip.
The façade of the high school includes a slightly projecting center pavilion, which includes the
three bays of fenestration. The two outer bays consist of strings of four lights, each with a oneover-one sash. On the second and third stories, the windows also include a fixed transom light.
The center fenestration has a string of three windows on the third story and a front entry at the
base of the bay. The entrance consists of paired wood panel doors surmounted by a tall, fourlight transom window (Figure 11). The entry is highlighted by its placement within a stone
surround. Carved within the frieze of the surround are the words:
1916
ROCHESTER
HIGH SCHOOL
The surround brings the overall height of the entry well into the second story. The spandrel
between the second and third stories has corbeled bricks arranged to make three raised panels,
each with a stone block at the intersections of the horizontal and vertical elements.
Surmounting the entire three-bay fenestration pavilion is a half-hipped, tile-clad roof. The roof is
positioned above a dentilated entablature, which includes a projecting cornice supported by large
brackets positioned on the side of the pavilion and four brackets that are placed between each
fenestration bay. Modillions are present between each of the façade brackets.
The three-story building is partially below grade at the southwest corner (Figure 12). This results
in the front entry being positioned at the lower floor level, with this second set of doors on the
west elevation positioned partially between the first and second stories. Like the façade, the
fenestration is placed in three bays, with the door at the base of the center bay and flanking bays
consisting of strings of windows. Unlike the façade, the center fenestration bay is much more
elaborate. It includes the same paired wood paneled doors that are utilized on the west elevation,
each with its own four light transom below a spandrel carved with stepped arches. The upper
windows in the center bay include two large, single light windows with an upper sash of nine
lights and similar six-light transom windows. The upper windows have a flat sash set in a
slightly arched spandrel to accommodate the segmentally arched opening. Above the brick
voussoirs of the arch is a decorative stone hood with an enlarged keystone.
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Fenestration on the rear (south) elevation of the 1916 High School building continues the strings
of lights with operable sashes below fixed transom lights. The rear entrance is much less ornate
than those of the public faces of the building.
Gymnasium Wing
Extending from the southeast corner of the 1916 High School is the Gymnasium Wing (Figure
13). Due to subsequent additions, only a portion of the wing is visible today. Two-stories high,
the wing was designed to match the height of the earlier High School building. The red/brown
brick walls rise to a parapet obscuring the flat roof. Windows are placed along both the east and
west elevations in banks of three, each consisting of an operable one-over-one window with a
fixed transom above. Between each fenestration bay, the brick walls are raised to create pilasters,
which culminate in a cornice line molding. Additional detail on this section of the building is
provided by small, stone squares at each upper corner of the window banks and a continuous,
stone sill along the base of the windows.
1927-1928 High School
Extending perpendicular to the south end of the Gymnasium Wing is the 1927-1928 High School
Building (Figure 14). The large, red brick building rises to three stories, culminating in a parapet
that hides the flat roof. The façade (north elevation) is divided into eight fenestration bays, with
the entrance placed in the elaborate center bay. The center bay is flanked by a pair of five-sided
brick towers that have interlaced brick courses at the junction of each side panel (Figure 15). The
towers rise to above the parapeted walls, including the slightly higher, stepped parapet between
the towers. The entire parapet, including the towers, is capped with stone and has shallow
notches to create crenellations. A stone plaque between the towers and high on the parapeted
wall reads:
ROCHESTER
HIGH SCHOOL
The main entrance into the school is located at the base of the center bay. The entrance includes
a pair of fully glazed doors with flanking sidelights and a modern transom window infilling the
Tudor arched opening. The Tudor arch has angled sides with quoins extending into the
surrounding brickwork. The peak of the arch is ribbed. There are two round stone medallions in
the spandrels at the sides of the arch. High on the wall of the center bay is a large stone surround
with quoins and a labeled hood. Within the surround, stone mullions define nine openings. The
lower six openings have subsequently been infilled with brickwork, while the upper three
openings each have a two-light window.
Most of the façade is divided into banks of windows (see Figure 14). There are four strings of
three windows beginning at each end of the façade and moving toward the center. The final
window bay is a single window positioned near the center towers.
At the east end of the building is a one-story, partially below-grade power plant (Figure 16).
There is also a loading dock and service entrance for the facility.
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1989 Addition
The most recent changes to the building did not occur in a single place on the building. The most
visible of the changes is the construction of a modern, angled entrance at the northeast corner
between the 1916 High School and the Gymnasium Wing (Figure 17). Extending from the
angled entrance along the east wall of the gymnasium wing is a two-story addition. The addition
mimics the core of the building, with brick pilasters dividing fenestration bays on the first story.
Each bay has banks of windows that have three one-over-one lights, with upper lights smaller
than the lower lights. The first story of the addition is capped by a synthetic cornice. The second
story of the addition is fully glazed on the walls and shed roof. Other hallmarks of the modern
additions include the oversized arch at the front entry, modern transom windows, and the use of
keystones on both the arch and the four compass points of the oculus window in the gable peak.
These similar features are also found on the modern entry positioned on the west side of the
Harrison Building (see Figure 9).
COUNT OF HISTORIC AND NON-HISTORIC RESOURCES
The proposed Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building historic
district contains one (contributing) building and zero non-historic (non-contributing) buildings.
BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
The proposed Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building historic
district consists of the buildings and resources located on the property with the legal description:
T3N, R11E, SEC 15 SUPERVISOR'S PLAT NO 4 LOT 35.
BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION
The proposed historic district contains the entire property historically owned by the School
Board of Rochester, Michigan, and contains the original schoolhouse constructed in 1889 and its
additions and modifications.
HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT
On Monday, August 6, 1888, Rochester’s wood schoolhouse building and all its contents were
destroyed by fire (Rochester Era [RE] 1888). The school was the first private high school in
Avon Township, which had been constructed in 1847. The school became part of the public
school system in 1857, and was known as the Avon District No. 5 School, providing classes for
first through twelfth grades in one building. Fortunately, although the fire destroyed the entire
building and its contents, there was a total of $1,800 in insurance. There was little information
provided on how the fire started, although one account reported the fire as a “sudden flashing up
of the flames high in air, and the prevailing smell of kerosene, indicated too plainly the origin of
the conflagration” (Mallon 1972:47).
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The school officials took steps to ensure that classes would be held that fall. Rooms were leased,
furniture and supplies were ordered, and efforts to build a new schoolhouse started. Spaces used
for classrooms included the lower rooms of the Township Hall, the Advent [sic] Church
buildings, and some outbuildings (Mallon 1972:47). The school board did not meet again until
October 1888 to discuss the need for a new building. As a result of the meeting, architects were
directed to submit plans for consideration. Plans required either a two-story brick building
capable of seating 350, for a cost of not more than $8,000, or alternatively, a one-story brick
building to seat 175 at a cost not to exceed $600 (Mallon 1972:48).
To finance the new schoolhouse to be constructed on the site of the previous building, a vote was
held and it was determined that $8,000 in bonds would be sold (Mallon 1972:48). The local
newspaper was heavily involved in supporting the school issues during this time, with articles on
different events and activities of the students and their programs. It has been speculated that this
was done, at least in part, to support a favorable turn-out among voters. Supporting this theory
was an article in the Rochester Era that commented:
Don’t get a false notion of economy in your head and figure that
thing down to a ridiculous minimum. Go in for a beautiful,
convenient and healthful – a modern structure that all will admire,
and be willing to devote to its superstructure a sum sufficient to
carry out all the requirements in its construction (Mallon 1972:48).
The Era’s campaign was successful, with voting including 144 for, 29 against, and one
“scattering.” This included 47 ballots cast by “the lady property-holders” (Mallon 1972:48).
For the next few months, the School Board continued on with its regular business while the
Building Committee moved forward with securing an architect and developing suitable plans for
the new facility. In March 15, 1889, a meeting held with the members of the community resulted
in a vote of 70 to 29 to leave the selection of the plan and building of the new schoolhouse
“entirely to the board” (RE 1889a:1)
The architect Claire Allen of Lansing was hired to design the new school. Allen, the eldest of
five children, was born in Pontiac on July 29, 1953, to Walter and Eleca Payne Allen (Abbott
1996). The family moved several times while Allen was growing up, ending in Berlin, Ionia
County, on March 20, 1877, when he married Mary Idella Wolverton (Ancestry.com 2015). The
marriage records indicate that Claire was a carpenter at the time and had designed and
constructed the family home just a few years earlier (Abbott 1996). By the end of the 1890s,
Claire was living in the Lansing area and had completed a number of projects across Michigan,
including the Ionia Court House, a school in Dexter, a number of houses in Belding and Ionia,
and the Belding Brothers Silk Mills (Abbott 1996). One of the last large commissions he
completed before relocating his family to Jackson, Michigan, was the high school in Rochester.
The school was constructed by Troup and Seeley of Lake Odessa. This is of particular interest
because Allen had completed the design and construction of a railroad station in Lake Odessa,
perhaps where he made the acquaintance of the construction firm (Shackman 2011:21).
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The School Board minutes record a number of the details of the buildings construction, such as
this entry from August 7, 1889:
Moved and voted that the contractor be allowed to lay the floors in
the New School Building before plastering provided they spread -- clean dry sand on the floor to prohibit others from all damage and
clean the floor thoroly [sic] on completion of the job (Mallon
1972:49).
And on September 4, 1889:
have constructed a Cistern on the School grounds with a suitable
drain…have the basement floor covered with cement of water,
lime and gravel and have constructed a suitable wood partition for
boys (Mallon 1972:49).
Finally, at the October 11, 1889, School Board meeting, the new schoolhouse building was
inspected by the board and accepted from the contractor (Mallon 1972:49). The new school
building was dedicated on Saturday evening, October 26, 1889 (RE 1889b). The dedication
program included a comprehensive description of the new building and the history of the area’s
schools since they were first established 45 years earlier.
The description at the time read:
The building, which is brick, covers 70 square feet of ground, and
is of modern architectural design, 60 feet high from base to apex,
with a tower 68 feet high, from which float the Stars and Stripes,
obtained by the pupils of the school through the Detroit Tribune.
FIRST FLOOR
There are four entrances to the building, the first floor being
traversed by two spacious halls at right angles through the entire
section of the structure. Upon this floor are two primary rooms 25
x 36 ft. each, and an intermediate room 25 x 32 feet. These are
finished up in the very best style, with all the modern
appurtenances and conveniences, including well-arranged
wardrobes for teachers and pupils.
SECOND FLOOR
Spacious halls and stairways of remarkably easy ascent and
convenient landings lead to this floor. The high school room on
the north side is 36 x 61 ft., airy, convenient and well-lighted with
abundant windows, and furnished with ventilators, as are indeed all
the rooms in the building. Connected by a wide arch, the library
12 x 18 ft., opens off from this room. The recitation room adjacent
to this is 20 x 20 off which is the Laboratory 12 x 20. Between the
recitation –room and the Laboratory is a sliding door, so arranged
that the class in Science can view the apparatus in said Laboratory
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without passing into the room or leaving their seats, bu the teacher
simply pushing aside this slide, everything arranged so suit the
needs of the class in this particular direction. Wardrobes are
conveniently arranged on this floor also. The first floor of the
tower being used as a vestibule, the second floor of it is fitted up as
an office for the principal and teacher, and also to be used for
meetings of the school board.
The entire building is heated and ventilated by the J. D. Smead &
Co., system which has been thoroughly tested and found to be all
that could be desired in its particular work.
The entire cost of the structure, which is finished throughout in
first-class style, is only $8000. The building committee, which
consisted of E. R. Mathews, Dr. J. E. Wilson, and J. J. Blinn, are
entitled to the highest credit for the executive ability displayed, the
strict adherence to honest business principles throughout and the
entirely satisfactory manner in which matters pertaining to the
work of furnishing District No. 5 with an elegant school building
has conducted from its incipiency to its final completion.
The architect was Claire Allen, of Lansing, and the contractors,
Troup and Seeley, of Lake Odessa; these gentlemen giving best of
satisfaction, even doing better than their contract called for. John
S. Arkins, of Arkins & Immick, this village, was superintendent of
construction, and he performed his duties conscientiously and well.
A bell for the tower has been furnished by our citizens on
subscription, and its ringing tones called the teachers and pupils to
their work for the first time here last Monday morning (Mallon
1972:51-51).
The large new school was known as a “high school,” a term that, at the time, meant that the
classes offered went beyond the primary grades (Anthony 1987). The younger students had their
classes on the first floor, while the second floor was utilized by the high school.
Shortly after the new school was completed, in the summer of 1897, the school hired William F.
Harrison as the school janitor. He was given a salary at the time of $22 per month with the
understanding that he would remain on the job if he did a good job. This must have been the case
because Harrison lasted 45 years, with the school eventually being renamed in his honor (Peters
1983:13).
When the schoolhouse was just eight years old, in September 1897, the board recommended that
the land adjoining the schoolhouse grounds to the north be purchased for a “most desirable and
needed addition” (Peters 1983:13). Action was taken quickly and the property was purchased for
$650 on October 8, 1897. Until further action could be taken, the overcrowding in the primary
grades of the school was alleviated by the division of the high school room to accommodate two
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separate classes. In an open letter to the editor of the Rochester Era, one of the school board
members wrote about the overcrowding and lack of equipment that was needed to prepare the
students for their future endeavors. The letter noted that there were 94 pupils enrolled in the first
primary class, 53 in second primary, 57 in first grammar, and 45 in second grammar, while the
high school included 47 students for a total of 297 students in the school (Peters 1983:13-14).
Even faced with these numbers, the school continued to perform well, with accreditation by the
University of Michigan, Michigan Agricultural College, Ferris Institute, the State Normal
College, the Normal School at Kalamazoo, and the colleges of Adrian, Albion, Alma, Hillsdale,
and Olivet on June 21, 1905 (Peters 1983:14).
The first formal mention of school expansion came from Superintendent A. L. Craft in 1900, but
no action was taken until seven years later, when the topic was raised at the School Board
meeting. The board called upon the district to borrow $6000 for an addition to the schoolhouse,
stating that the current building was “inadequate to accommodate the students attending school
and it [the board] had examined and approved plans and specifications proposed by an
architectural firm” (Peters 1983:14).
On May 27, 1907, the loan request was approved, and the School Board quickly accepted a bid
by local carpenter and builder Mr. James S. Stackhouse (who lived at 426 West Fifth Street [now
University Drive]) (Peters 1983:14; RE 1899:1). Within a few months, the expansion of the
school on the north side was completed. The high school classes were relocated to the new wing,
opening the entire second floor of the original schoolhouse for primary grades (Peters 1983:14).
In spite of the greater amount of space, the passage of a law in 1909, which enabled students in
outlying areas to attend neighboring high schools for $20 tuition, brought in a number of new
students to the building (Peters 1983:14).
The still-growing student population led the School Board to again seek funding for construction
of a new building in 1913 (Peters 1983:16). The bond for $35,000 was rejected by voters that
December. A second attempt was made on February 4, 1914, when the request once again failed,
although by a slightly smaller margin. Following this loss, a petition signed by 140 area citizens
suggested asking not for $35,000 for a new school, but instead $25,000 to build a four-room,
brick, primary school building on the district’s property facing Fifth Street, and $10,000 for
repairs to the high school building. Recognizing the opportunity, the school board had another
election on February 20, 1914, which passed by a vote of 56 to 32. Unfortunately, the original
petition was determined to be faulty and the entire process had to be started over again. It took
almost two more years, but finally, in September 1916, the district had a new school (Peters
1983:16).
Upon the completion of the new high school building, the Rochester Era declared the building
“is undoubtedly the finest school building in the state for the money expended” (Peters 1983:16).
The Era’s editor, Willoughby A. Fox, went to great lengths to describe the new facility:
The high school building fronting Fifth Street is of face
brick and stone construction with two stories and a
basement. The auditorium on the second floor has a stage,
two dressing rooms and a seating capacity of 300. The
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assembly room is on the first floor and seats the eighth to
the twelfth grades. The first floor also has three recitation
rooms and the superintendent’s office.
On the second floor is a lecture room, a fully-equipped
laboratory with dark room, and four recitation rooms.
Convenient halls and corridors run through the building up
and down. In the basement two large rooms have been set
aside for future manual training and science quarters. Here
are also located the furnace and coal room (Peters 1983:1617).
In spite of the school board’s best intentions, within three years the new school was already
bursting at the seams. On September 19, 1919, the Rochester Era reminded its readers of the
conditions in the school:
In the senior high assembly room there are 146 students seated and
new ones coming every day with no place to put them. Up in the
junior high room there are 55 students seated. Every available inch
of room for seating purposes has been used, and still there are
many students left and no place to put them.
Over at the old school building conditions are still worse. There
are over 340 children crowded into a building that has the seating
capacity for only about 250 to 275 pupils. The total school
enrollment is 580 pupils (Peters 1983:17).
Classes had barely settled into the new school building when on May 13, 1919, the State of
Michigan passed law No. 274, which required public schools to provide for the establishment of
physical training, including providing a course of instruction, the appointment of a director of
physical training, and a tax to provide revenue for a salary and expenses connected to the
position (Hood 1921:145). Local taxpayers were feeling the pressure of so much expansion, but
students’ pleas helped make the case for yet another addition to the school in the form of a new
gymnasium. On June 4, 1920, the news read that with the “excavation being nearly completed it
is expected that work will be started soon on the new building” (Peters 1983:19).
It ended up taking a little longer to complete the gymnasium, and the notice that the new facility
was completed did not appear until January 21, 1921. The report explained, “Our gym will be
used for the first time Friday evening. Good-bye Congregational Church! Our new gym is nearly
completed and from now on our teams can practice and play on a regulation size court” (Peters
1983:19). Until that time, the school had utilized the basement of the nearby Congregational
Church for practices, but it was much too small for the games and fans. The new facility had a
two-story, multi-purpose gymnasium and auditorium and six classrooms on the third level. It
also boasted a stage at the north end with dressing rooms and a back stairway that led to the
senior high assembly room. The coaching staff was provided with a small room at the southeast
end of the gym, and the boys’ and girls’ locker rooms and showers occupied the rest of the south
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end of the area. Initially, the balcony over the gymnasium floor was a wood-floored, inclined
running track with steeply pitched corners so runners could make the turns at full speed. The
track was later removed and replaced with seats, providing a space for spectators at sporting
events, plays, and school assemblies (Peters 1983:19-20).
The addition of the new gymnasium and the construction of a new elementary school at Pine and
Sugar (now Woodward) streets, the first located outside the lot between Fourth and Fifth Streets,
eased the problem considerably. It was not until June 1926 that the growing pains in the school
were once again felt. After several failed attempts to pass a bond for $150,000 to construct yet
another addition to the high school, four different classes began the school year of 1927 on halfday sessions. This move spurred voters to take action, and in October 1927, the bond for
$156,000 was approved, with $144,000 to pay for an addition to the high school and $12,000 to
add two rooms to the Woodward Elementary building (Peters 1983:21-22).
The 1927-1929 addition to the school was planned to be a two-story structure matching the
overall height of the gymnasium, but positioned so it would run east-west between the high
school and the Fourth Street elementary school. In September 1928, the upper floor of the wing
was completed and by January 1929, the entire building was completed and an open house was
held for the community to see the 16-room wing for the first time (Peters 1983:22).
The Great Depression also had an impact on the school property. Through Civil Works
Administration funds, the school was able to complete the remodeling of the original high
school, later known as Central Elementary School, and later renamed the William F. Harrison
School in recognition of the long-time custodian (Peters 1983:28). Additional funds were
allocated for repairs and to carry out a number of alterations to the high school building. Among
these changes were the removal of the running track in the gymnasium balcony and replacement
with seating, and the library was enlarged and the classrooms improved. It was at this time that
the east entrance to the Harrison building was sealed and the bell tower closed, following the
removal of the school bell. Not only did these changes improve the school building, they also
provided jobs for 92 men, about half of the number who had registered for Federal work (Peters
1983:22).
Another improvement that came from the Federal programs was granted by the Works Progress
Administration program known as the Federal Art Project. As part of this program, in the
summer of 1937, artist Marvin Beerbohm painted a mural in the halls of the high school entitled
Industrial Environment of Rochester High School (Remembering Rochester [RR] 2010).
Beerbohm was born in Toronto and attended the Detroit Society of Arts and Crafts from 1928 to
1932. He went on to teach at the Detroit School of Art and was employed part-time as a muralist
by the Federal Art Project (McDonald 2007:3A). The mural hung over the central stairwell in the
high school (Stozicki 2011). Depicted in the mural were the nearby Ferry-Morse Seed Farm and
the Parkedale Biological Farms, along with an image of Abram L. Craft, the Rochester school
district superintendent from about 1898 to 1908. The mural remained on display until 1961,
when new changes in the building resulted in the painting being covered with drywall (RR 2010).
In 1990, the artwork was rediscovered and placed in storage for almost 20 years before it was
adopted by the Rochester Avon Historical Society for restoration (RR 2010; Stozicki 2011). The
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society commissioned noted conservator of antiques and art LaVere Webster of Rochester to
restore the mural to its former glory. Paint had flaked and chipped, in part due to being covered
with drywall and cement for almost three decades. The mural was originally painted on canvas
that was then glued to the wall, but during the restoration process it was reaffixed to a new
canvas (Stozicki 2011). The Smithsonian American Art Museum also aided in the restoration of
the mural by providing a high-resolution black and white photograph of the mural taken shortly
after its completion, enabling Webster to fill in missing sections (McDonald 2007:3A).
Following restoration in 2011, the 23-foot long by 57-inch high mural, with missing pieces
printed at the same scale from the photograph in sepia tones to distinguish from the original
piece, was reinstalled on the balcony in the Harrison Room, the former gymnasium (Stozicki
2011).
Over the years, the different parts of the school complex on the site at Fourth and Wilcox had
been known as the Avon School, Avon High School, Rochester High School, and the William
Harrison School. In 1961, the entire complex became known as Central Junior High School and
continued as the junior high (Larsen 2008:31). Even with the continued evolution of building
name and use, by the spring of 1963, the building was sitting largely vacant. It had been declared
unfit for classroom use the year before but still held a portion of the administration offices. In an
effort to consolidate the administration offices into a single building, in May 1963, the Rochester
Board of Education voted to spend $16,000 for contractor Frank Rewold & Son to convert the
former Harrison school (RR 2013).
The most recent remodeling of the former high school building complex occurred in 1989-1900,
100 years after the original school was constructed. The firm of Roy G. French Associates was
hired to complete a major renovation of the building complex and create a new public entrance
on the University Drive side of the complex (Rochester Clarion 1989:3A). The nearly $3 million
project included converting the old gymnasium into a two-story school board room/meeting
space, the construction of a two-story, glass, enclosed atrium lobby, and the development of a
central conference area.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISTRICT
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building is locally
significant under National Register Criterion A, for its association with a pattern of historical
events, under 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.
The areas of significance are education, art, and architecture. The district’s period of significance
is from 1889, when the Avon District #5 schoolhouse (now the Harrison Building) was
constructed, through 1963, when the building was closed as a school and converted into use as
the Rochester Community Schools Administration Building.
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:
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Criterion A. That are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the
broad patterns of our history.
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building complex sits on
the site of the first private high school in Avon Township, which was constructed in 1847. The
school became part of the public school system in 1857 and was known as Avon District No. 5
School, offering classes for first through twelfth grades in one building. This building was
destroyed by fire in the summer of 1889, and the new building (later renamed the Harrison
Building) was erected on the site that fall. The new building continued to house all grades in a
single structure, but as the community grew, so did enrollment, and it was enlarged several times
before the first separate high school was constructed on the northeast corner of the property in
1916. The new building enabled the elementary school to occupy the entire Harrison Building.
Changes in laws impacted the school complex, such as the requirement that classes were to be
offered to those without a high school in their district, and later the need to provide a gymnasium
to accommodate the requirement for physical education. As a result of both regulations,
additions were made to the building complex. The first was the addition of the gymnasium wing
to the south side of the 1916 High School, and then, just over a decade later, the construction of
another new high school off of the gymnasium.
For almost three-quarters of a century, the building complex provided an education to the
residents of Rochester and many of the surrounding areas. The final classes were held in the
building in 1963, at which point the building complex was converted to administrative uses.
In addition to the major role it played in educating generations of Rochester’s citizens, the
building is also significant for art. The building includes a mural painted by the artist Marvin
Beerbohm as part of the Works Progress Administration program known as the Federal Art
Project. The 1937 mural, entitled Industrial Environment of Rochester High School, was painted
in the central stairwell in the high school and depicted scenes from the nearby Ferry-Morse Seed
Farm and the Parkedale Biological Farms, along with an image of Abram L. Craft, the Rochester
school district superintendent from about 1898 to 1908.
The mural was covered in 1961 and was rediscovered almost thirty years later in 1990. The work
went into storage for 20 years before the Rochester Avon Historical Society undertook the
restoration of the work, commissioning noted conservator of antiques and art LaVere Webster of
Rochester. The Smithsonian American Art Museum also aided in the restoration of the mural by
providing a high-resolution black and white photograph of the mural taken shortly after its
completion. Following restoration in 2011, the 23-foot long by 57-inch high mural, with missing
pieces printed at the same scale from the photograph in sepia tones to distinguish from the
original piece, was reinstalled on the balcony in the Harrison Room.
Criterion B. That are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building is also
significant for its association with artist Marvin Beerbohm. Beerbohm was born in Toronto,
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Ontario, Canada in 1908, and attended the Detroit Society of Arts and Crafts from 1928 to 1932.
He went on to teach at the Detroit School of Art and was employed part-time as a muralist by the
Federal Art Project. It was in this role that he is significant as the artist of a mural entitled
Industrial Environment of Rochester High School. In addition to the Rochester mural, Beerbohm
designed and executed murals commissioned by the Public Buildings Administration and the US
Treasury Department. Among his projects were murals for the Detroit Public Library and several
post offices, including those in Knoxville and Belding, Michigan. Later in life, Beerbohm taught
at art schools and community centers while continuing to paint, execute stained-glass window
designs, and exhibit his work in major museums including the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(Smithsonian American Art Museum 2015).
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.
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building is also
significant for architecture. The building complex illustrates the changing popularity in
educational building forms from the late nineteenth through the early twentieth century.
Decorative details on the buildings begin with the very modest brickwork wall dormers of the
Harrison Building, become increasingly elaborate through the 1916 High School Building, and
culminate with the 1927-1928 High School, which includes features associated with the
Collegiate Gothic style prevalent on school and college campuses at the time. Features of this
style include large window bays with multi-paned sashes, the extensive use of stonework,
towers, crenellations, and Tudor arches (Michigan State Historic Preservation Office 2003:20).
The first component of the Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration
Building, originally known as Avon District #5 School, is an early example of work by the noted
Michigan architect Claire Allen. At the time of the commission, Allen was living and working
out of Lansing, but had been born in Pontiac and had ties to Oakland County. Allen started
working as a very young man as a carpenter and went on to complete a number of projects across
Michigan, including the Ionia Court House, a school in Dexter, a number of houses in Belding
and Ionia, and the Belding Brothers Silk Mills. One of the last large commissions he completed
before relocating his family to Jackson, Michigan, was the high school in Rochester.
The Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building has a good level
of integrity. The property has integrity of location, setting, feeling, and association. Additionally,
while the building was transformed and altered numerous times during its history, each of these
changes is clearly a product of its time and continues to demonstrate the history of the property.
Therefore, in spite of the changes, the property also retains integrity of design, materials, and
workmanship.
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Date: 7/30/2015

Map Reference: National Geographic Society 1:24,000 Series, Rochester and Utica Quadrangles, Michigan (scale 1:24,000) 2015

Harrison Building/
Rochester Community Schools Administration Building,
501 West University Drive

0

15

30 Meters

0

50

100 Feet

³

Document Path: O:\14_J0886_Rochester_LHD\Figures\1199-52_Fig_02.mxd

Local Historic
District Boundary

ty
West Universi

Drive

Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA,
USGS, AEX, Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS User Community

Figure 2. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building, 501 West University Drive, Local Historic
District Boundary
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Figure 3. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building, Plan

Figure 4. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, Streetscape, View to the SouthSouthwest

Figure 5. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, Harrison Building Façade and West
Elevations, View to the Northeast

Figure 6. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, Harrison Building Façade and East
Elevations, View to the Northwest

Figure 7. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, Harrison Building East Elevation,
View to the Northwest

Figure 8. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration
Building, Harrison Building Rear Wing, View to the Northwest

Figure 9. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building,
Harrison Building West Elevation Modern Addition, View to the East-Northeast

Figure 10. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, 1916 High School Façade and West
Elevation, View to the Southwest

Figure 11. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, 1916 High School Front Entrance
Detail, View to the South

Figure 12. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, 1916 High School West and South
Elevations, View to the Northeast

Figure 13. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, Gymnasium Wing, View to the West

Figure 14. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building,
Streetscape of Gymnasium Wing (center) and 1927-1928 High School, View to the Southwest

Figure 15. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools Administration Building,
1927-1928 High School Front Entrance, View to the South

Figure 16. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, 1927-1928 High School Loading
Dock, View to the West-Southwest

Figure 17. Harrison Building/Rochester Community Schools
Administration Building, 1989 Addition Entrance Detail, View
to the Southwest

