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November 30, 2015 

 

Devin J.R. Sykes 

2470 Melvin Avenue 

Rochester Hills, MI 48307 

(850) 549-7113 

 

Mr. Ed Anzek, and the Historic Districts Commission 

1000 Rochester Hills Drive 

Rochester Hills, MI 48309 

 

Greetings Mr. Ed Anzek, and Historic Districts Commission, 

I wanted to bring to your attention a historic property that is likely in danger of demolition: the 
property at 820 E Auburn Road in Rochester Hills. After contacting the property’s realtor, Mr. 
Kevin G Baird, I learned that the house has been sold for $250,000 and is currently zoned as 
mix-use commercial. The house is likely going to be demolished; the land, repurposed and used 
as retail space. 

Surrendering another of our landmark buildings to the whims of commercial development 
threatens to further erase the unique history in both the Brooklands neighborhood and in the 
Rochester Hills community. The identity, integrity, and character of a city relies heavily on the 
survival of its original and historic structures. Without them we are limited to a grid of streets 
redundantly lined with Starbucks and McDonalds. A development of this nature does not 
benefit the city’s residents or home owners. In fact, it makes the area look more and more like 
our nearby suburbs of Warren and Hazel Park, where almost no pre-WWII architecture or 
original farm structures remain. For the sake of land value, and this property’s significance to 
the individuality of the Brooklands neighborhood, let us consider taking the steps to protect, 
rehabilitate, and repurpose this 115-year-old farm house. 

The history of 820 E Auburn Road is simple. Julian Siess (1850-1907) and Bertha Siess (-1926) 
built the house in 1901 to raise their family of 7.1 (The house was a likely replacement of a 
previous farmhouse that was built on or near the same foundation. The land is marked as “Oak 
Grove Farm, T.S. Tibbals” in an 1872 map.) Julian was a Russian immigrant who worked as a 
dairy farmer in the 1880s and 1890s on the southeast corner of Oakland Avenue and Caniff 
Road in Detroit. Bertha (Wrack) was a Detroit Native. Julian passed away at age 57 due to heart 
                                                           
1 The 1908 map of Avon Township included as Figure 1 includes the family’s property at the southwest corner of 

Auburn Road and John R Road. The majority of the farmhouses in the area have been demolished. 820 E Auburn 

Rd. is shown in the top right corner of plot 35. 
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failure shortly after one of his sons, Edward (1889-1907), died at age 17 from a gunshot wound. 
Both Bertha and Julian are buried at Woodmere Cemetery in Detroit. 

 
Figure 1. 1908 map of Avon Township, courtesy of the Rochester-Avon Archives. Photo taken by Devin Sykes. 

The community surrounding 820 E Auburn Road has seen a resurgence in land value in recent 

years. Several historic homes along Auburn Road have been repainted and repaired, including a 

large farm house on the north side of Auburn Road, west of the fire station; a large farm house 

on the south side of Auburn Road at Frankson Road; and a commercial property in the small 

dining district between Longview and Harrison. In addition, both Johnny Black’s Public House 

and Chad’s Bistro are extremely popular restaurants in the area, and draw many people – 

residence and visitors alike – to the neighborhood.2 Further, Brooklands neighborhood hosts a 

variety of delightful and interesting architectural nuances dating as far back as the 1920s, and 

features homes styled from bungalows to post- war ranches. Regrettably, though, too many of 

the original, pre-1920s farm houses specific to the Rochester Hills area were lost to 

suburbanization. 

Unfortunately, the city of Rochester Hills does not currently have a good reputation for 

protecting these and other kinds of homes, which are integral to the area’s history.3 After 

scouring maps in the archives, reading through stories posted by residents on the Rochester-

Avon Historical Society website, and reviewing comments in the Remembering Rochester blog, 

it is apparent that the city could do more to honor its unique history. In “A Eulogy for our 

                                                           
2 Chad’s Bistro boasts a 5-star rating on Yelp.com, and has been review by 228 patrons. 

3 Take, for example, the 2011 demolition of the Eddy House, a Queen Anne-style farm house built in 1900 

(http://patch.com/michigan/rochester/111-year-old-farmhouse-coming-down-on-rochester-road). 
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Neighborhoods,” posted to the Remembering Rochester blog on December 20, 2014, blogger 

Deborah Larsen poignantly states that  

2014 has been the most destructive in the history of Rochester. When future historians 

examine the record of this year looking for the cause of the devastation, they will . . . 

find that in 2014, when Rochester's landscape was riddled with the pock-marks of 

demolished vintage houses, the damage was wholly self-inflicted.4  

The threat of demolition of the vintage farm house at 820 E Auburn Road is especially troubling 

when you consider that the house is, overall, in sound condition. I visited the house when the 

most recent inheritor gained control of the property, and although I wasn’t able to survey the 

whole house, the areas I saw were only in need of minor to moderate repairs: the floors need 

to be leveled, the paint needs refreshing, and the roof may need to be recovered. Of course, 

the property would need to be examined further by a certified inspector, but it is clear that the 

home is far from unrecoverable. 

I am dedicated to protecting this area’s unique, plentiful history. I will take whatever steps 

necessary to increase public awareness about, interest in, and support of this specific property, 

for as Jane Powell aptly notes,  

“American culture, and advertising in particular, has done an excellent job of convincing 

consumers that they are the center of the universe, and that their needs and desires 

should be more important than anything else. This has led to a huge sense of 

entitlement, including the idea that one's time is so valuable that it couldn't possibly be 

spent maintaining the house. . . .”5 

Therefore, I would readily and humbly volunteer myself to speak at city hall meetings, develop 

and distribute a local petition, and help clear overgrown vegetation and enhance the curb 

appeal of the site.6 Again, Deborah Larsen: 

These houses are witnesses, if only we would take the time to listen to their testimony. 

They all have stories to tell about the families they have sheltered over the decades, and 

the people in those families were the ones who built this community and left something 

behind for the citizens of today. Author and home restoration specialist Jane Powell 

once spoke quite eloquently on this issue; she said, in part: 

“. . . A house comes with responsibilities, and a historic house comes with more 

responsibilities. We are only the caretakers of these houses, which were here before we 

owned them and which will be here after we are gone. They contain the wood from the 

                                                           
4 http://rochesteravonhistory.blogspot.com/2014/12/a-eulogy-for-our-neighborhoods.html 

5 Cited in Deborah Larsen’s “A Euglogy for our Neighborhoods.” 

6 According to the Rochester Hills City website, the property has been issued a few citations for “blight.” 
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old-growth forests, they are monuments to the skill of those who labored to build them, 

they represent our cultural heritage. To destroy them, or allow them to be destroyed by 

neglect, to remove their original fabric in the pointless pursuit of 'no maintenance" is 

profoundly disrespectful both to the trees that gave their lives and to the labor and skill 

of those who built the houses - with hand tools, I might add.” 

Please let me know if there is anything I can do, or anything I can work on alongside the Historic 

Districts Commission, to help save this historic home. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. 

Sincerely, 

Devin J.R. Sykes 
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Julius Siess and Bertha Siess Historical Documents 

Figure 2. Wayne County death records – Julius Siess 
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Figure 3. Wayne County death records – Edward Siess 
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Figure 4. Detroit directory circa 1880s 
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Figure 5. Detroit directory circa 1880s 


