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Introduction

Rochester Municipal Park was originally created in 1934 by the Township of Avon on 
land located in the southeast quarter of Section 10, within the boundaries of the village 
of Rochester.  After the village voted to incorporate as a city in 1967, negotiations over 
the ownership of assets of Avon Township lying inside Rochester's municipal 
boundaries took place between the city and township governing boards, resulting in the 
transfer of Mount Avon Cemetery and Avon Park to the City of Rochester.  After the 
transfer of ownership took place, Avon Park was renamed Rochester Municipal Park.

Prior uses of the park property

The acreage now constituting the park was part of the Elliott R. Wilcox farm in the mid-
to-late 19th century.  Wilcox (1838-1897) was one of Rochester's most prosperous 
farmers, owning at one point the entire west half of Section 10  (known today as the 
Great Oaks area) plus part of the east half.  Born in Rochester in 1838, he was educated 
at the University of Michigan and was an attorney and member of the state legislature, 
as well as one of the organizers, in concert with Lysander Woodward (1817-1880),  of the 
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Detroit & Bay City Railway, Rochester's first railroad line.  In 1874, Wilcox built a paper 
mill on his property along Paint Creek, in the area that is part of the park property 
today1.  Some traces of the mill race for the paper mill are still visible on the west side of 
the park,  near the parking area and Community House (see Appendix  Fig. 1 for map 
showing mill and mill race location). 

In about 1901, John Cameron Day (1846-1927) bought the former Wilcox farm, including 
the subject parcel in the southeast quarter of Section 10, and established upon it his Oak 
Dairy Farm.  Day was born in Ohio and had been a hardware merchant there before 
migrating to Michigan and becoming an insurance agent in Detroit;  he then went into 
large scale dairy farming, establishing a farm on the west side of the village of Rochester 
as well as one near Jackson, Michigan. In 1908, he was one of the organizers and the first 
president of the National Bank of Rochester; he was also an officer of the Rochester 
Elevator Company when it was organized as a stockholder company in 1909. Before 
Day died in 1927, he sold his Rochester dairy farm to David A. Brown of Detroit.2

The Brown farm failed during the Depression, reverted to the Day heirs and 
accumulated delinquent taxes. In December 1933, the Avon Township Board called a 
special meeting with members of the Rochester Village Council and the school board to 
discuss the acquisition of part of the Brown farm acreage lying east of Ludlow Street 
along Paint Creek for use as a public park.  Village and school board officials supported 
the plan by agreeing to cancel their outstanding tax bills on the property, and the 
township board moved to do likewise.3  The board then authorized the purchase of the 
property for a sum not to exceed $100, but revised the spending cap upwards to $200 
before finally settling on a price of $174 for 11 acres plus 13 lots in the Parker Addition 
to the Village of Rochester, a plat of the northern end of Ludlow Street.4 The rest of the 
former Day/Brown dairy farm was purchased  in 1939 by Howard L. McGregor, Sr. 
(1887-1959), who  established upon the property his Great Oaks Stock Farm (from 
which the current Great Oaks housing development takes its name).

Park Construction and Expansion

The Township of Avon's newly acquired parcel was unimproved and had been used for 
some years as an unofficial recreation space by the local children, who called it the 
“hardpan.”5 In the spring of 1934, a Public Works Administration (PWA) project 
provided $7,000.00 in funds to pay laborers whose names were on the county relief rolls 
to cut brush, trim trees, and level part of the property.6  The workers also used cement to 
dam Paint Creek to form a natural swimming pool and built a pedestrian bridge above 
the dam gates7 (the dam and bridge were removed in the 1980s).  The Rochester Clarion 
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reported in October 1934 that the work had been completed, and the Township of Avon 
had contributed $400 for building materials to the project.  

In spring of 1935, the township requested another PWA grant of $7,500 to construct a 
bathhouse, toilet facilities and a drinking water well.  Picnic tables and camp stoves 
were also installed at this time.8 The new Avon Park was formally dedicated on June 13, 
1935, during the Avon Double Jubilee celebration held in Main Street, Rochester to 
observe the twin anniversaries of the origins of Michigan statehood and the township's 
organization in 1835. 

The Rochester Era reported that the bathhouse construction was completed in August 
1935, a few weeks after the park's official dedication.9 It was 50 x 16 feet in size and 
could accommodate 14 girls on one side and 14 boys on the other side (See Appendix 
Fig. 3 for photo of swimming pool/dam area). The Clarion remarked that the swimming 
pool and bathhouse were attracting many visitors to the park:

The beauty and proximity of this swimming pool have made it the most 
popular spot in town – at least for the youngsters.10

One year – almost to the day - after the park was officially dedicated, Rochester's Boy 
Scout Troop 39 planted a grove of 12 pine trees in the area to the east-northeast of 
today's Community House.  The trees, which still stand in 2012,  were placed in honor 
of the community's first twelve Eagle Scouts, and were dedicated on June 12, 1936.11  

In February 1939 the township board voted to purchase an additional six acres 
adjoining the east end of the park from the Albertson family.12 This acreage was cleaned 
up and made usable by the public in the spring of that year. In the spring of 1940, the 
board granted permission for the student council of Rochester High School to plant 
1,000 blue spruce seedlings in the park.13

 In 1940 the township again sought PWA funding to build a pavilion on the west side of 
the park, along Ludlow. Construction of the 30 x 60 foot log building, which had a 
fieldstone fireplace on the north end, was begun in May 1941 and was finished by mid-
summer. According to a newspaper account, the stone for the fireplace was gathered 
from the farm of Homer R. Hodges on Brewster Road. 14 The pavilion was rustic in 
style, with a concrete floor and wooden picnic tables for seating.  Over the years,  some 
basic  improvements were made; the township added a heating unit in 1947, and in 1951 
authorized the Rochester Women's Club and the Girl Scouts to outfit a kitchen in the 
building.  In 1975, the pavilion became the home of the Rochester Community House, 
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and since then has undergone numerous capital improvements including several large 
additions.

Another shelter facility was constructed in the mid-1960s at the east end of the park, 
overlooking Paint Creek and the municipal pond, when the Kiwanis Club of Rochester 
built an open-air picnic shelter.  A restroom facility was also added on the northern edge 
of the park near the entrance from the foot of Griggs Street.

Recreational Properties Abutting the Park

Two properties owned by the Village (later City) of Rochester abutted Avon Park. One 
was Halbach Field, a community baseball field which had been built on land ceded to 
the village by the Detroit Sugar Company after its failure in 1906.  Halbach field had 
been built in 1925 and improved in 1936; it lay just across the Michigan Central Railroad 
tracks on the park's eastern boundary.  Avon Park also lay adjacent to village land on 
Oak Street, just across Paint Creek from the park, which became the site of the 
Rochester Municipal Building in 1961. The civic center parcel was improved in the late 
1950s and was briefly known as Slone Park, after Rochester's first city manager, Robert 
A. Slone (1920-2001).  In 1958 the Rochester Lions Club began a service project to erect a 
warming shelter at the west end of the pond on the municipal building parcel, and the 
structure was dedicated in January 1959. It included restrooms and a large fireplace to 
offer warmth to ice skaters on the pond during the winter months. 

When the Penn-Central Railroad announced plans to abandon its track in 1976, 
including the portion running through Rochester along the edge of the park, the 
property was acquired for use as a recreational trail.  Named the Paint Creek Trail, the 
former railroad bed was the first successful rails-to-trail initiative in the state of 
Michigan and served as a great enhancement to the Rochester Municipal Park area.
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Appendix

Figure 1.  Wilcox Paper Mill and Mill Race Location

1896 plat map of Rochester, showing portion of Section 10 (now Rochester Municipal 
Park), with E. R. Wilcox paper mill location marked near foot of Wilcox Street and 
course of mill race lying west of Paint Creek.  (Illustrated Atlas of Oakland County,  

Michigan: Compiled from Official Records and Local Inspections. Racine, Wis: Kace Pub. Co, 
1896. )
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Figure 2. Wilcox Mill Race Remnants

A slight depression in the ground near the parking lot off Ludlow reveals the course of 
the former mill race for the Wilcox paper mill.  This foot bridge was constructed by 

PWA labor in 1934. The original concrete apron to the parking lot, which has long since 
been replaced, was stamped with the words “AVON PARK, 1934.” (Photo March 17, 

2012 by Deborah Larsen)
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Figure 3. Avon Park dam area and bath house

Circa 1940 postcard view of Avon Park showing the dam and bridge across Paint Creek 
which formed the natural swimming pool.  The bathhouse is barely visible through the 

trees in the center background.
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Figure 4. Avon Park dam and bridge across Paint Creek

Circa 1940 postcard view showing Avon Park dam and bridge on Paint Creek. The back 
of one of the Oakland Foundry buildings on Woodward (later Dillman and Upton) is 

visible in the center background beyond the trees.
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Figure 5. Avon Park Pavilion (later Rochester Community House)

Circa 1942 postcard view of the Avon Park Pavilion, now the Rochester Community 
House
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Figure 6. Aerial view of dam and swimming pond, 1974

Figure 7. Aerial view of dam and swimming area after removal of dam and bridge, 1990
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