PRELIMINARY HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY COMMITTEE REPORT
PIONEER ERA WATER WELL LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT
WEST SIDEWALK AT 324 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, is 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 its Study Committee for 11 years.

1
J-0886/R-1199-48_12/22/2015

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 Pioneer Era Water Well 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 Pioneer Era Water Well is located in the downtown commercial core of Rochester,
Michigan (Figures 1 and 2).1 The well is positioned on the east side of South Main Street, in the
sidewalk adjacent to the west elevation of 324 South Main Street. The well is in the middle of a
block lined with one- and two-story commercial buildings dating from the late nineteenth
century to recent decades (Figure 3). Surrounding the well is a concrete sidewalk and modern
streetscaping consisting of a low brick wall with a concrete cap placed north and south of the
well (Figure 4). A bench is placed west of the well with its back to the street, providing a
location for pedestrians to sit and view the structure through a heavy glass plate covering.
The well itself is a cylindrical fieldstone structure “several feet” in diameter (Figures 5 and 6)
(Lauterbur 2015). 2 The well is constructed of dry stacked stones, described as “some a few
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.
2
All photography of the work on the well completed in 2013 was taken by Eric Bothwell.
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inches and others more than two-feet wide, with the largest likely weighing hundreds of pounds”
(Lauterbur 2015). Below grade and adjacent to the well on the north, south, and east sides is
mortared masonry that includes stone and brick rubble to support the well structure. It is unclear
how deep the mortar surround extends. Approximately twelve to thirteen feet down in the well, a
metal pipe (possibly lead) punctures the west wall (Lauterbur 2015). In 2013, the upper tiers of
dry-stacked stones were mortared and a light was added to illuminate the well (see Figure 6;
Figure 7).
COUNT OF HISTORIC AND NON-HISTORIC RESOURCES
The proposed Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District contains one historic resource
(contributing) and zero non-historic (non-contributing) resources.
BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
The proposed Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District is located at 42° 40’ 49.48” N
Latitude/83° 08’ 01.31”W Longitude. The physical boundaries of the district are limited to the
length and width of the glass panel at the top of the well and that area unseen below the sidewalk
that is directly associated with the well structure.
BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION
The proposed historic district contains the entire well footprint and its immediate vicinity.
HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT
Most of the known information regarding the Pioneer Era Water Well has come from
investigations by archaeologists with the Michigan Department of Transportation [MDOT] in
2012. The findings of these investigations are presented in a 2015 unpublished draft report
(Lauterbur 2015) and are used to build a historic context and significance statement for the
Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District. The well was rediscovered in 1993 after city
employees inspected missing bricks from a planter box, which had fallen into the well (Lauterbur
2015). With the discovery, the city consulted Dr. Richard Stamps, an anthropology professor at
Oakland University, who after a site visit and some recordation concluded that “the shape [of the
structure] typifies an early pioneer well” and was likely constructed during the early settlement
of Rochester (Lauterbur 2015).
The earliest Euro-American pioneers settled in what became Rochester during 1817, with
subsequent settlers arriving over the next three decades (Larsen 2008:12-18). The original plat of
the village of Rochester, including this section of Main Street, was filed in 1826 (Village of
Rochester 1826). The well’s construction method of stacked stones is more commonly used in
rural areas, indicating it was installed at an early date (Lauterbur 2015). Rural stone wells were
typically built from materials gathered while clearing agricultural fields.
No precise construction date for the Rochester Pioneer Era Water Well has been determined,
although an artifact found in the well’s vicinity dates to ca. 1837/1838, which is within the
pioneer period of Rochester (Lauterbur 2015). Subsequent research by MDOT staff, including a
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detailed review of Sanborn maps, historic plat maps, county histories, and historic photos, did
not reference a well present on Main Street. Inquiries to Rochester City officials, local historians,
and residents found no memory of a well in use, or in known history, on Main Street (Lauterbur
2015).
Archaeological field investigations and the analysis of artifacts found within the well and its
immediate vicinity indicate dates when it may have been active. The uppermost artifacts
collected from the excavations pertain to construction debris from various sidewalk installations.
Below the construction debris were artifacts deposited during the mid-nineteenth century,
indicating the well was sealed before the beginning of the twentieth century (Lauterbur 2015).
The earliest Euro-American artifact was a coin dating to ca.1837/1838, and could possibly date
to the construction or the early days of the well (Lauterbur 2015). One stone artifact was
excavated, but its placement below historic materials “indicates that it was deposited prior to
Euro-American settlement” (Lauterbur 2015).
The placement of a well within a commercial center could have occurred for a number of
reasons. For most of the nineteenth century, water had to be carried into the home for both urban
and rural residents (Sutherland 1989:65). Using nearby Detroit as an example, early residents
relied totally on water from the river, carrying buckets from the river to their homes (Daisy
n.d.:3). After a large fire destroyed the city, public wells were installed for fire prevention and
the convenience of residents who did not live near the river. Rochester was similar to pioneer
Detroit in that its water sources for early residents were Paint Creek and the Clinton River; thus,
a well would have substantially helped a growing population. Furthermore, Rochester did not
have firefighting equipment until 1883, and a formal fire department was not organized until
1895 (Cahill 1995:19; Jackson 1969:77). Prior to the establishment of the public water system in
1894, the firefighters relied entirely on “chemicals and on water from the river and wells” to
extinguish blazes (Jackson 1969:77). The well’s central location in downtown Rochester would
have been an accessible place in the densest part of town for residents to gather water for
personal use and to extinguish fires.
The MDOT draft report suggested that the well likely served as a simple watering trough for
horses, which was common on main streets across the country during the nineteenth century
(Lauterbur 2015). In the mid-nineteenth century, the horse still served as the primary
transportation method for most rural communities. Domestically, horses pulled farm wagons and
rural family buggies into the city for shopping and selling goods (Sutherland 1989:176). Horses
were also used to haul industrial freight between factories and railroads. Businesses during this
period often had horse delivery carts or cabs for hotel guests (Sutherland 1989:176). In 1863,
Rochester has at least nine individuals engaged in blacksmithing or horse-related industries in
the village (Clark 1863:457). Historical photos of Main Street show a prominent presence of
horse transportation, including buggies parked in the street and hitching posts lining the
sidewalks (Wilson et al. 2000:57-59, 61, 64).
The well likely fell out of use in the 1890s for three reasons. Lauterbur suggests that the well
may have been sealed when Main Street underwent construction of the interurban railroad tracks,
or when a municipal water supply was established (Lauterbur 2015; Larsen 2011:29). Rochester
established municipal waterworks in 1894, with water mains constructed throughout the village
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at that time (Larsen 2008:32). Five years later, in 1899, the Detroit, Rochester, Romeo and Lake
Orion Railway interurban line (D.R.R. & L.O.) was laid through downtown, with tracks running
the length of Main Street (Larsen 2008:24). Presumably this change in the urban landscape also
came with changes in the infrastructure that reduced the need for the public well. The well
closure may have also been associated with the construction of the adjacent commercial
buildings (Sanborn-Perris Map 1890:2).
With the exception of the Rollin Sprague /Old Stone Store/ Home Bakery building constructed
ca. 1849, none of the mid-nineteenth century buildings along the east side of Main Street are
extant (Grennell and Thomack 1999:8-4). The well is positioned in front of a brick commercial
block that once was known as 330-332 South Main Street, and was later incorporated into a
larger building that bears the address 324 South Main (Larsen 2011:29). The block was erected
in two phases by Thomas A. Hacker. The southern portion, at what was then 343 South Main
Street, was constructed in 1886 to house Hacker’s business, “Palace Meat Market” (Larsen
2011:28).3 The Sanborn-Perris Fire Insurance Map from 1890 indicates the business was a
grocery (Sanborn-Perris Map 1890:2). North of the meat market was a much smaller building,
which was also owned by Hacker, that was vacant at the time of the map publication. The well
would have been located in front of the smaller building, which at the time carried the address of
342 Main Street. The maps do not illustrate the location of the roadways in front of the block,
nor do they include the width or materials of the sidewalks that ran along the block. Numerous
photos from the late nineteenth century indicate that wide, raised, wood sidewalks were present,
including in front of Hacker’s building (Larsen 2011:28).
In 1890, an opera house and new two-story commercial block was constructed on the oncevacant land north of Hacker’s properties (Larsen 2011:28). Mr. Hacker, likely inspired by these
investments, demolished the small building north of his meat market and erected a two-story
brick building at what became 332 South Main Street (Larsen 2011:28). By 1895, this block of
Main Street still had some vacant lots; however, there were substantially more buildings and a
greater building density than just five years earlier (Sanborn-Perris Map 1890:2; 1895:2). A 1910
photograph of the Hacker buildings near the well location indicates that the block continued to
accommodate horse traffic with hitching posts; however, a large barber pole appears to have
been placed over the site of the well (Jackson 1969:104). The “updating” of the block with new
buildings during the 1890s may have resulted in removing well access to accommodate the new
commercial blocks.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISTRICT
The Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District is significant under National Register Criterion A,
for its association with a pattern of historical events, and under Criterion D, for its potential to
yield information important to local history. The areas of significance are historic non-aboriginal
archaeology, settlement, and community planning and development. The district’s period of
significance is from ca.1820 to ca. 1890, spanning the years when the well was most likely
constructed and in use.

3

Based on Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps (1916:2; 1919:2), Rochester addresses numbers were changed between
1916 and 1919. Historically, 330 South Main was 343 South Main and 332 was known as 342 South Main.
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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 Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District is locally significant to the community of
Rochester. The dry stacked stone construction is typical of nineteenth-century rural areas and the
site’s associated artifacts date it to the early settlement period of the community. To date, it
remains the only such facility identified from this time period (Lauterbur 2015). The presence of
the well also facilitated the development and growth of Rochester, providing a centrally located
water source. Public wells met many needs in the community, including a water supply for
residential use, firefighting, and animals. The need and placement of such a well in Rochester
demonstrates the town’s nineteenth-century beginnings and facilitated its growth into a larger
commercial center for the region.
Criterion D. That have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or
history.
The Pioneer Era Water Well Historic District is also significant for its archaeological potential
regarding non-aboriginal history. The well has yielded artifacts dating to the nineteenth century
that reflect construction and everyday life (Lauterbur 2015). The extant structure provides
context and has served as a container for items that may have been accidently or purposefully
dropped into it. Therefore, the historic district has the potential to yield greater information in
future investigations/excavations. The site pertains to Euro-American settlement in Rochester,
and the single stone artifact found does not contribute to the resource’s historic significance.
The historic district retains a high level of historic integrity. The well retains its integrity of
location in the downtown commercial core of Rochester. Although many of the buildings and
landscape features from its period of significance are no longer extant, the setting continues to
convey a commercial center. The well retains integrity of design, materials, and workmanship,
with few alterations. Some stones have been mortared to preserve the structure after its
rediscovery; however, it still conveys the original stone masonry construction. Overall, the
resource has the feeling of an early pioneer structure associated with the settlement and
development of downtown Rochester.
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Figure 1. Pioneer Era Water Well, West Sidewalk at 324 South Main Street, Location
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Figure 2. Pioneer Era Water Well, West Sidewalk at 324 South Main Street, Local Historic District Boundary
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Figure 3. Pioneer Era Water Well, Streetscape, View to the Northeast

Figure 4. Pioneer Era Water Well, Well Setting, View to the Southwest

Figure 5. Pioneer Era Water Well, 2015 View from Above the Well, View
to the Northwest

Figure 6. Pioneer Era Water Well, 2013 View from Above when Glass was
being Installed over the Well, View to the Southeast

Figure 7. Pioneer Era Water Well, 2013 View before Glass was Installed
with New Mortar and Light, View to the Northwest

