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The Lee Lower Main Street Historic D i s t r i c t covers approximately 15 acres i n the 
center of Lee and encompasses 18"buildings and an oval park. The d i s t r i c t i s 
composed of primarily commercial buildings at i t s northern end, and mixed r e s i ­
d e n t i a l , government, and re l i g i o u s buildings at the southern end. Although the 
predominant arc h i t e c t u r a l styles are I t a l i a n a t e , Renaissance Revival and French 
Mansard, the d i s t r i c t also includes examples of Federal, Romanesque Revival, and • 
Shingle Style. While some of the commercial buildings have been altered at * 
street level by the addition of modern signs and display windows, the changes are 
not i r r e v e r s i b l e and are overwhelmed by the essential 19th century character of 
the streetscape. 

The visual focal point of the south end of the d i s t r i c t i s the F i r s t Congregational 
Church, designed by A. L. Clark of P i t t s f i e l d and b u i l t i n 1858. The building 
is a bea u t i f u l example of New England vernacular Romanesque Revival architecture, 
and i s distinguished by i t s graceful b e l l tower and steeple and arched openings. «. 
The i n t e r i o r i s also remarkable with i t s i m i t a t i o n oak-grained woodwork and walls 
and ceilings painted i n trompe-l'oeil to appear to have ornamental molding and 
pil a s t e r s . A single story wing containing the parish h a l l and offices was added . 
in 1965. The addition was designed by G. A. Day and repeats the style of the .• ' 
or i g i n a l building i n i t s use of arches. *. 

The F i r s t Congregational Church overlooks an oval park which retains i t s o r i g i n a l • 
dimensions and i s ringed by an i r o n - r a i l fence with posts of Lee marble. A marker 
in the southeast portion of the park notes the location of the f i r s t meeting house 
b u i l t i n Lee i n 1780. A combination drinking fountain and watering trough designed 
in 1899 by Daniel Chester French and executed i n Lee marble by local stonecutter 
Dante Baccolini, has been moved to a spot i n the northwest portion of the park 
from i t s o r i g i n a l location outside the Northrup Block at Main and Railroad Streets. 

i 

Standing next to the church and jo i n i n g the park area to the Main Street commercial , 
section i s Memorial Hall (1874), which functions as the town h a l l and courthouse. 
The mansard building was erected as a memorial to Lee's C i v i l War dead, and i s red 
brick on a rusticated marble foundation. There are two turr e t s on the northwest 
and southwest corners of the building, and arched dormers break the mansard r o o f l i n e . 
String courses, keystones, columns and staircases are Ohio freestone. Shingles have 
replaced the o r i g i n a l slate roof, and the decorative ironwork that once crowned 
the t u r r e t s has been removed. 

Among the business blocks which l i n e Main Street i s the Baird and Benton Block 
(also called the Bookless Block). The handsome, three-story brick building i s . 
divided i n t o f i v e bays which are defined by brick pilasters and sandstone b e l t 
courses. Each bay contains t r i p l e banks of windows (with the exception of the 
second bay from the l e f t ) on the second and t h i r d stories. The windows have marble 
s i l l s and sandstone l i n t e l s with acanthus leaf keystones, and the spandrel of the 
second f l o o r center bank i s decorated with incised f l o r a l medallions. The o r i g i n a l 
s t r e e t - l e v e l brick arcade has been masked by recent brick or glazed t i l e false 
facades, and a half-mansard roof with f i v e oculus windows was removed after 1886. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Lee Lower Main Street D i s t r i c t i s s i g n i f i c a n t not only as a handsome 19th 
century town center, but also for i t s h i s t o r i c association with the development 
of the paper-making and marble industries i n the United States. 

With i t s wide variety of buildings, the d i s t r i c t presents a record of changing 
styles i n 19th and early twentieth century architecture. The structures on the 
west side of Main Street generally date from the f i r s t h a l f of the 19th century, 
while those on the east side replace buildings destroyed i n disastrous f i r e s i n 
1857 and 1911 and represent l a t e r periods. 

Lee's marble quarrying business had i t s e f f e c t upon the d i s t r i c t v i s u a l l y and 
economically. Visually, Lee's access to marble as a building material shaped 
the a r c h i t e c t u r a l q u a l i t y of the d i s t r i c t . Lee marble i s seen i n local 
construction as i t appears i n such buildings as the Lee Library, Park Building, 
Oman Block and Phalen Block. 

Economically, prosperity r e s u l t i n g from the industry contributed to the growth 
of the area. Lee's native marble, which began to be marketed i n quantity after 
1850, was noted for i t s whiteness, strength, and freedom from impurities. 
Capable of withstanding pressures of up to 23,000 pounds per square inch without 
crumbling (the normal strength being 13,000 pounds p s i ) , i t made an excellent 
building material and was used i n the construction of the west wing of the U. S. 
Capitol (1853-65) and as a base for the Washington Monument. Other buildings 
i n which Lee marble was used were Girard College, City Hall and Drexel Building 
i n Philadelphia; the State House Annex and Public Library i n t e r i o r i n Boston; 
the Court House i n Baltimore; and St. Patrick's Cathedral i n New York. 

Lee's prosperity from i t s paper manufacturing concerns also played a part i n 
the growth of the Main Street. Not only did papermaking support the local ' 
economy, but manufacturers who li v e d i n Lee often invested i n the development 
of business blocks on Main Street. The f i r s t paper m i l l i n Lee was b u i l t i n 1806 
by Samuel Church, a s e t t l e r from East Hartford, Connecticut. By 1857 Lee had 
become the nation's leading paper manufacturer with 25 m i l l s and an annual product­
ion of $2 m i l l i o n . Although the community l o s t i t s number one rank to Holyoke, 
Massachusetts after 1860, the i n d u s t r i a l growth continued u n t i l a flood i n 1886 
wiped out most of the m i l l s . 

The two names most prominently associated with papermaking i n Lee are Smith and 

Hurlbut. Elizur Smith, a p r i n c i p a l i n the f i r m of Platner Si Smith since 1835, 
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#7 One of the highlights of the d i s t r i c t i s the Lee National Bank (c. 1835), 
a 1̂5 story Renaissance Revival structure, which i s three bays wide and fiv e 
deep with a single bay wing projecting south. The brick building i s painted 
and has a facade gable and cornice ornamented with brackets and d e n t i l s . 
The central entrance i s accented with a projecting porch which has an arched 
pediment supported by f l u t e d columns. On either side of the door are arched 
windows with marble s i l l s and l i n t e l s and set i n recessed segmental arches. 

Terminating the d i s t r i c t on the north end i s the Lee Library (1907) which i s 
be a u t i f u l l y sited on a k n o l l overlooking Main Street. The Classical Revival 
building i s made of rusticated Lee marble with smooth-cut marble architrave, 
quoins, b e l t courses, s i l l s , and l i n t e l s . The terra-cotta hip roof i s topped 
by a copper cupola. Clerestory windows under the dome illuminate the i n t e r i o r 
main h a l l . The arched main entrance i s recessed under a classical gable 
entablature that is supported by two Ionic columns. Wood Ionic columns form 
mullions between the t r i p l e windows on the main (west) facade "and the double 
windows on the remaining facades. A window bay projects from the east 
facade of the building. 

#8 organized the Smith Paper Company i n 1865 which i s operated today as the 
Peter J. Schweitzer Division of Kimberly Clark Corporation. Smith's m i l l s 
were the largest i n the country i n t h e i r time and are credited with the f i r s t 
p r a c t i c a l use of wood pulp i n the manufacture of paper. 

Thomas Hurlbut organized the Hurlbut Paper Company i n 1856 and his m i l l 
operates today as the Mead Corporation. William and Cutler L a f l i n , who 
operated a m i l l i n Lee u n t i l 1837, subsidized Horace Greeley to three months' 
credi t for newsprint stock allowing him to launch publication of the New 
York Tribune. 

Two of the buildings which were b u i l t by paper manufacturing families were 
the Baird Block (1857) and the Baird and Benton Block (1875). The f i r s t 
was owned by George Baird and his brother Prentice, and the second was also 
owned by George Baird i n partnership with William Benton. The Baird family 
were manufacturers of paper c o l l a r s , and the Bentons produced fine w r i t i n g 
paper. 
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