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32-42 MONROE AVENUE (Commercial Building>
(First Williame Block) _ HABS No. MI-322

Location:

Present
Owner:

Present
Occupant:

Present Usea:

Significance:

32-42 Monroe Avenue
Detroit

Wayne County
Michigan

U.5.6.5. Detroit, Michigan Quadrangle
UTM: 17.331430.4688500

Community and Economic
Development Department
City of Detroit

150 Michigan Avenue
Detroit, Michigan 48226

None
None

The First Williams Block is a rare example

of a pre-Civil War commercial building
remaining in Detroit. it is alao an
important exampie of the work of Sheldon
Smith, & member of Detroit’s first generation
of architects, who was best-known for his
cammercial block designs, John Constantine
Williama, who built this commercial building
to develop part of his real eatate holdings in
Detroit., was a member of one of the city’s
wealthieat families during the middle decadea
of the nineteenth century.

y
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HESTORICAL INFORMATION

a.

Physical History:

i.

Date of erection: 1859. Two local newspapers, the
Detrolt Free Press on 15 July 1839 and the Detroit
Daiily Advertiser of 5 September 1859 reported the
progreasa of conatruction.

Architect: Sheldon Smith (1818-68)>

Sheldon Smith was born in 1818 near Jamestown, New
York, moved to Ohio i1n the 1840s, and completed his
firat work as an architect in Sandusky, Ohio, 1n 1853.
He received commhissions for a number of important
structures in Sandusky, including residences, churchea.
the S-story West Hotel, and several commercial blocks
which featured cagst-iron piiastera, window casements,
and cornices. Sheldon Smith moved to Detroit around
1855 and spent the rest of hia productive career there.
The practice of building design in the HMidwest prior to
18308 was simply an adjunct ot the work of carpenters
ancg masons. Shelidon Smith was therefore part of the
firat generation of arcnitects in the region, and among
the first to practice architecture in Detroit, In
addition to the First Williams Block (1859>, Smith’'s
other notable deaigna i1n Detroit include an elaborate’
Romanesgque—-stvie residence for 5. Handelbaum (1858,
the Norman~Style Detroit House of Corrections (1859-
613, and the maaaive Second Empire-atyie Detrort Opera
Houase (completed in 1869 and destroyed by fire in '
1897), which couid hold up to 2,500 people. Hia aon,.
Mortimer L. Smith, 1oined Shelidon Smith’a practice in
1861 and significantly assisted in the design of the
Detroit (Opera House. Sheldon Smith’a aon and grandaon
continued his architectural practice, which in 1907,
became the firm of Smith, Hinchman & Orylls, which
remains a major Detroit architectural firm today.
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A. Phyaical History {(continued):

3.

Original and subseguent owners: The following i1s an
incomplete chain of title to the iand on which the
atructure atands. Reference ig to the Clerk’a Office
of the County of Wayne, Michigan.

1833 Partition Deed, January 5, 1833, recorded in
Liber S5 CR, p. 370.
Lewis and Elizabpeth Cass to John R. Williams.

1857 Will, February 10, 1857, recorded in Liber 67,
p. 391.
Estate of John k. Williams, deceased.

1859 Report on Partition., August 8, 1859, recordsd
in Liber 77, p. 236. Theodore Williams, et al
to John Charlea Devereaux Wiliiams.

1885 Warranty Deed. Seoptember 35, 1885, recorded in
Liber 289, p. 35.
J.C. Devereaux Williams to Francis Palms,

1913 Letter of Trusteeship, April 17, 1913.
recorded in Liber 915, p. 327.
Estate of rrancis Palms, deceased.

1960 Warranty Deed, July 11. 1970, recorded 1in
Liber 141245, p. 668. The Cortland Enterprises,
Inc. to David Rott ang Harry Rott.

1978 Warranty Deed, September 21, 1978, recorded in
Liber 18605, p. 872.
David and Harry Eott to the City of Detroit

Builders, auppliers:

a. Builder: John Charles Devereaux Williams (1823-917
owned the real eatate on which the structure waa
built, but hia older brother, John Constantine
Williams (1817-1892) was the builder.

Original plans and constructioni No original plans or
drawinga have been located.
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A. Physical History (cantinued):

5., Alterations and additions: No additions have been made
during the life of the building. HMore than two dozen
building permits were i1ssued by the City of Detroit for
this buiiding between 1909 and 1979, with mast of these
involving changea to the atoretfronts. The originail
caat-i1yon Italjanate cornice, which is ahown in
numerous historic photographs., was removed in 1942
(City of Detroit Building Permit No. 14017, issued
July 16, 1942).

B. Higtorical Context:

John Constantine Williams (1817-92) was one of seven sons of
John R. Williams (1732-1854), the firat elected mayaor of
Detroit (1824-25) and reputedly the wealthiest man in
Michigan at the time af his death tn 1854, with moat of hia
wealth in Detroit real eatate. In 1858, the Williama
children inherited their father‘a real estate, including
property on the east aside otf Monroe Avenue between Michigan
Avenue and Farmer. Thia waa a prime commercial location in
the heart of Detroit’s buainess district. John Constantine
Williams erected this commercial building and a second. much
larger oaffice building adioining it in 1872-73. He has a
real eatate office in one of the two buildinga from 1859 _
until the mid-1880Cs, but moved to Florida in 1875 and lived
there until his death in 1892, '

This commercial building had retail storea on the first

floor and general office apace on the upper floors during

its first quarter century, but then served aa a hotel for

most of its remaining iLife, The Detroit City Directories
show the Stanwix Hotel at thia location in 1884-86. In o
September 1889, George H. Giea opened Giea’ European Hotel © -
and Reataurant, which occupied the entire building, Giea had
operated aseveral taverns along thia atretch of Monroe Avenue

continuoualy between 1874 and 1888, Giea’a eatabiiahment
was conasidered among the moat luxurioua in Detroit at the
time 1t opened and waa an inatant auccess. Gies operatad a

restaurant on the first floor seating 80, while the second .
floor had aeparate parlora for men and women, a ladiea’ o
dining room, and a reception area. The upper floors had a . .
total of S2 gueat rooms. The building waa equipped with a7 .
Gravea Safery Elevator, the McCormick fire alarm syatem, and -
fire eacapea. : . R
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B. Historical Context {(continued):

George Gies died 1n 1891, pbut his sons, Edward G. and
Frank A. Giea, operated the hotel until 18938, and then ran
a aaloon a8t the reataurant site until 1908. Giea’ Hotal
wasa the site of an early legsal challenge to racial
segregation 1n Michigan. William Fergquson (1837-19510),
the son of Detroit’s first Black doctor, was axpelled from
Gies’ European Hotel in 1889 after refusing to eat in the
“"Colored* section of the restaurant. He filed a lawsult,
loat., but appealed to the Michigan Supreme Court, which in
18390 ruled that seqregation by race in public facilities
wasa 1llegsl. Ferguaon later served in the Michigan House
of Representastives between 18393 and 1897.

From 1809 through 1917, the Berchofr Hotel occupied the
building, with the Beraghotf Cafe on the ground floor. The
Tuxedo Hotel & 6Grille Company, which operated the Frontenac
Reataurant on the fairat story,., took over the building in
1818. Starting 1in 1519, the busineas wss Known as the

. Frontenae¢ Hotel, which included the Frontensc Reataurant on
tha ground floor. The Frontenac Hotel remained in operation
until 18640, but by 1940, the reataurant hsd been replaced by
8 aeriea of retail ahopa. Two jewelers and a lunch room
occupied the Monroe Avenue frontadge between 1340 and 1979,
but the reat of tha building remained largely vacant above
the ground floor betwaen 1960 and 1978, when the City of
Detroit became the owner and vacated the entaire building.
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PART I17. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION

A. Genersl Statement:

l. Architectural character: The Williams Block at 32-42
Monroe is significant as one of the few pre-Civil War
commercial structures remaining in Detroit, one of two
built by John Conatantine Wiliiama. It ita alsco
aignificant aa an exampie of the work of 3heldon Smith,
one of Detroit‘s first generation of architecta who
enjoyed & reputation throughout the region for his
commercial block deamigna. The structure’a Ital:ianate
atyle 1a ati1ll vieible in the elaborate tloral crown
moldings over the second and third floor full-arched
windowa. UJUriginally, the building alsco had a Cssat-iron
Italianate-stvyle pracketed cornice with an semi-circular.
pediment over the central section. '

2. Condition of fabric: The Monroe Streat facsde retains
much of itz original decoration. The roof and interior
of the building azmuffer from water damage and localized
fire damage.

B. Description of Exterior:

1. Overall dimensions: The structure 18 five stories
tall, piua baaement, and is =eazmentialiy rectangular 1in
shape. 1t mesasursa 60 feet wide and 100 teet deep. The

Monroe Avenue facade 18 divided i1nto three vertical
baya, each separated by projecting piers cantaining
recesaed panejsa, Above the firat atory., each bay
containa three asta of windowa per floor.

2. Foundations: Basement walls are made of brick masanry.

3. Wall conatruction! Exterior walls are maaonry load--
bearing and are made of red-colored common brick.
Wall ornamentation on the Monroe Street facade consists
of brick that is used decoratively to create the piers
between baysa and to provide an accent above the crowns to -
many of the roundad-arch windows. Cast iron 1s used on '
the semi-circular crowns over the windows, 28 well =8 on
the capitala and engsded columns thsat appesr on the .
second through tourth floora. The original capitals and,“‘“
pilasters on the fifth story, visible in historic views. .
have been removed from the building. - e
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3. Wall construction (continued’:
Cast iron palmette cresting appears in the middle of the
window crowns on the aecond and third fiocors. At the
parapet level are horizontel receassed panels (two in the
central and three i1n the outer bays) containing florai
designas. A fire escape on the rear of the atructure
extenda from the ground te fifth story. Photegraphic
evidence from circa 1308 indicatea that an eariier caat-
iron fire escape consiating of landinga and ladders,
supported by bracketa at one time, covered the aide bays
of the Monroe Street facace (see Holleman & Galiagher,
Smith, Hinchman & Gryviils, p. I0).

4. Structural system, framing: Wooden floor jorsts and
roof raftersa bear on interior cast iron beams which, i1n
turn, are supported by caat iron columnsg and masonry
ioad~-bearing exterior walis,.

3. Openings:

. ' a., Doaorways and doors: the Honroe Street facade has
' five entriea. There are two service doors at the rear
of the building.

. Windows: Ordinary one-over-one couble-nhung
rectangular saah appear con the rear and esat asides of
the structure. On the Monroe Avenue facade, the
rectanguiar windows are alac doubie-hung andg generally
of the one-over-one sash variety, with amaii semi-
circular traneaom lights located in the upper part of
the windew sectionsa, The most eiaborate tfeneatration
occurs i1n the middie bay where, on the third story,
the central window contains & psattern of eight-over-
eight-iighta.

&. Reoof:

a. Shape:! The building has a flat roof with a parapet,
and is moderately piltched to the rear.

b. Cornice: An originsl cast-iron lItalianate-atyle
cornice, with an arched pediment over the middle,
1a ahown in hiatoric photographs. It no longer
remains on the builiding., Cement filler at the parapet
level indicates the location of the eight missing
large ornamental brackets that once supported the
cornice. '
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—

. Descripbtion of Intericr:

1. Floor plans: See sketch plans. The first floor is
divided into three majocr spacea. Two smalier
commercial spaces., each 20 feet wide and SO feet
deep, flank a large central T-shaped bay, with
the base of the gtem on Monrce and the top of the
“T" running behind the other two asgmenta. The ascond
through fifth floors are virtually identical, with an
interior light well surrounded by rooms, with a double-
loaded corridor encircling those rooms, and additional
rooms facing the smoutheast and northwest facades, =o that
each room had at least one outside window to provide
natural light.

2. Additional interior deacripticon! No recognizablies
original fabric remains, in large part because of
sericua fire damage in the asoutheaat half of the
building, including the third through fifth stories.
Zevere water damage, including buckled flooring and
cellings. is evident throughout the building, but is
eapaecially s#evere on the third through fifth stories.
Jdriginal hardware, fixturesa, or furnishings are not:
extant,

D, Site:

l. General setting and coriepntation: The First Williams
Block faces northwest. Prior to the late 1960s. when
the commercial huilldings on the opposite zide of
Monroe were demcilshed, thia commerciral block faced
the Detroit Upera House and several office bUlldlngs
on the cpposite side of Monroe Avenue.
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PART 1ilI. SOURCES OF INFORMATIGN

a.

B.

Architectural drawings: None have been found.

Historic Views! The beat views are found in the collections
of Manning Brothers, Commercial Photographers, 26761 John R,
Madison Heights, MI 48071, Thess include views shot in 1908
and 1915. The Burton Historical Collection of the Detroit
Public Library hese overasil views of Monroe Avenue.
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Fraparea oy: charies K. Hyde
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EXISTING FLOOR PLANS




