PRELIMINARY HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT
ROCHESTER ERA NEWSPAPER BUILDING LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
114 WEST THIRD 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. The photographer for the Rochester Era 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 Rochester Era Building is located in downtown Rochester, Michigan, just west of the city’s
Main Street commercial district (Figure 1 and 2).! The two-story building is positioned on the
north side of West Third Street, flanked by an alley to its east and a residential building to its
west. The property is surfaced by an asphalt parking lot on the north, a concrete patio and
sidewalk on the south, and small lawn between the sidewalk and street.

The building is two stories tall and has a rectilinear footprint enlarged by a two-story addition on
the north elevation. The core block of the building has brick masonry construction on the
foundation and walls. The roof is flat with a stepped parapet. A bracketed cornice stretches
across the facade parapet (Figure 3). The cornice features a simple geometric pattern and is
flanked by large consoles at each end. The fagade itself is divided into two asymmetrical
fenestration bays, the west bay having larger openings than the east. The facade fenestration has

! 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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Italianate decorative elements: windows and doors are set into arched openings that feature scroll
motifs within the arch. The primary entrances to the building are on the facade’s first story. Each
is a partially glazed, modern, wood pedestrian door. The door in the west fenestration bay is
flanked by sidelights and is sheltered by a modern fabric awning. Windows on the fagade’s
second story are one-over-one and double hung; they are paired on the west bay and one is
placed singly on the east bay.

Side elevations of the core block are pierced by one-over-one windows placed in no specific
pattern; these are either set into arched openings, or feature brick lintels (Figure 4 and 5). A
window on the second story of the west elevation has been partially infilled by wood paneling
(Figure 5). The Italianate elements on the building include the cornice brackets, arched
fenestration openings, and decorative scroll motifs.

The north addition has a shed roof and a concrete foundation (Figure 6). The exterior walls are
sheathed in asbestos shingles. The north elevation of the addition faces the parking lot and has
pedestrian entrances to both the first and second stories. The entrances are sheltered by a two-
story, open porch that covers the east half of the north elevation. The porch has a flat roof
supported by wood posts, which forms the second story deck. That deck is encircled by a wood
plank railing, which extends down an open wood staircase on the east half of the north elevation.
The entrances themselves are simple, unadorned doors. Windows on the addition are one-over-
one and double hung.

COUNT OF HISTORIC AND NON-HISTORIC RESOURCES

The proposed Rochester Era Newspaper Building Historic District contains one historic
(contributing) and zero non-historic (non-contributing) resources.

BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The proposed Rochester Era Newspaper Building Historic District consists of the following
parcels:
15-15-232-006

T3N, R11E, SEC 15 ORIGINAL PLAT E 23 FT OF S30 FT OF LOT 66, ALSO E 23 FT OF
LOT 67 MORE PARTICULARLY DESC AS BEG AT SE COR OF SD LOT 67, TH S 89-33-
30 W 23FT, TH N 00-00-00 E 90 FT, TH N 89-33-30 E 23 FT, TH S 00-00-00 W 90 FT TO
BEG 6-25-07 CORR

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION
The Rochester Era Building Historic District contains the 1885 building and later 1897 addition
built by the newspaper founders, father-son duo Truman and Willoughby Fox. The property

boundaries associated with the building have not changed since that time, and significant
alterations to the setting have not occurred.
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HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT

The building at 114 West Third Street was built in 1885 for production of the Rochester Era
newspaper. Prior to the Era, newspapers had existed in Rochester since 1866, but each only
lasted a few years (Pray 1986:102). The Rochester Era newspaper was established in April 1873
by Truman Buell Fox and his son, Willoughby A. Fox (Pray 1986:102). Truman was an
experienced newspaper man, working for two Saginaw newspapers and establishing a newspaper
in Milford before coming to Rochester. Willoughby learned the trade from his father; by age
twelve he could write a story, set the type, and operate the printing press (Rochester Era [RE]
1943:1). Truman Fox’s wife, Sarah M. (Beeman) Fox, was also active in the publication of the
newspaper. She was a school teacher and an active member of the Michigan Women’s Press
Association (Chapman Brothers 1891:787; Rochester Avon Historical Society [RAHS] 1980:19).

The Era was established one year after the first railroad entered the community. With the
railroad came telegraph lines, which allowed for the efficient flow of information, making the
Rochester Era the first newspaper to have success and longevity in the community (Larsen
2008:23). The newspaper had a decidedly “true-blue Republican” stance, which according to a
later account by Willoughby, it retained throughout its years of publication (RE 1943:1). The
earliest editions of the Era were published weekly, with eight columns, 26 by 40 inches in size,
with a focus on local news (Seeley 1912a:1:412; Pray 1986:102-103).

On July 10, 1885, the Era announced that it had begun construction on a two-story brick office
building and residence with a 20-by-43-foot footprint (RE 1885). The building was completed in
November of that year for a cost of $1,000 (Remembering Rochester [RR] 2009).

In 1893, Truman Fox died, ending the twenty-year father-son publishing duo. Willoughby
continued the paper as a solo publisher (Pray 1986:103). In 1897, a 10 x 12 foot addition was
added to the rear of the building (RE 1897:1). By 1912, the newspaper was six columns and
issued on Friday each week (Seeley 1912b:2:758). The Era operated without much of a
competitor for several years, but by 1926, the Rochester Clarion, which has published since
1897, was circulating over 1,000 copies weekly (Pray 1986:103). Fox continued publishing the
paper until 1943, when he retired at age 84, selling the publication to Oliver Swords. By then, the
paper had significantly diminished in production staff and was having difficulty being
competitive (Jackson 1969:95).

Around the 1940s, presumably when Oliver Swords acquired the newspaper, production moved
out of the Third Street building. By 1948, the Era had moved to a location on East Fourth Street,
and the former building was occupied by a man named Arvid B. Nelson (RAHS 2015:46). In
1949, the Era was bought out by its competitor newspaper, the Rochester Clarion, ending 76

2 Secondary sources differ in names of Truman and Willoughby Fox. The 1891 Chapman Bros. publication has
Truman’s name as Thomas, and the 1912 Seeley publication he is listed as Truman (Chapman Brothers 1891:787;
Seeley 1912b:2:758). Willoughby is listed as William in the RAHS 1980 publication and Willoughby in the 1891
Chapman Brothers publication (RAHS 1980:19; Chapman Brothers 1891:787). This report uses the hames Truman
and Willoughby because they are most consistent with other texts, matching how they were listed in the 1880 U.S.
census (United States Census Bureau 1880).
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years of publication (Rochester Clarion 1993). In recent decades, the building has housed a
series of boutique stores (RR 2009).

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISTRICT

The Rochester Era Building Historic District is significant under National Register Criterion A,
for its association with a pattern of historical events under communications. The district’s period
of significance is from 1885, when the building was constructed, to 1943, around the time when
publication and printing was removed from the 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:

Criterion A. That are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the
broad patterns of our history.

The Rochester Era newspaper is locally significant to the community of Rochester, Michigan.
The newspaper was the first weekly publication to have long-running success in the community,
aided by telegraph lines installed with the railroad during the 1870s. The Era was published
weekly, providing information that primarily focused on local news. It served as the primary
source of information for the community for many years. In the 1940s, the Rochester Era was
sold and publication moved out of the building.

For nearly sixty years, the Era was written and printed in this building, which has a high level of
historic integrity. The building retains integrity of location, setting, feeling, and association.
Some alterations have occurred, including replacement windows on much of the building and the
modern pedestrian doors on the fagade. The door flanked by sidelights replaced a single window
and door pairing (RAHS 1980:19). However, the building retains its original form, brick walls
and foundation, and Italianate decorative elements. Therefore, integrity of design, materials, and
workmanship exists to convey the building’s historic association with production of the
Rochester Era newspaper.
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