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CHEYZSLER CORPORATION
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Location: 12200 East Jefferson Avanus
Detroit
Wavne County, Michigan

F0.46%1000

UTM: &A: 17.338125.4692420 C: 17.33R8
FIE500.4692500

B: 17.338410.4691760 By 17.

Guad: Belle Isle, Michigan, 1:34,000

Dates of
Constraction: 1908~-1%55
Axrchitects: Albexrt Hahn; Smith, Hinchman & Srvyils

Present {hmex: The Chrvslexr Corporation
12000 Chxvysler Drive
Highland Park, MI 45288

Fresent Use: Demolished in 1991

Hignificance: The Chyvslexr Jefferson hvenue Flant was

the southern anchor of the Jefferson/
Conney industrial distyicot of Detroit and
was the district's laxrgest and oldest
factory complex. Albert Hahn designed the
reinforced-conoyete factoyy buildings
constructed here in 1308-1%18, as well as
most of the other industyiasl buildings in
this district built in the 19105 and 19:0s.

Froject

Information: This documentation is the resulit of a
Memorandum of Agreement among the Chrysier
Corporation, the Advisory Council on
Historic Preservation, the State Historic
Preservation Qffice, and the Citv of Detroit
as a mitigative measure prior two demciition
of these building=. It was complated in
HMarch 19%3 by Charlies K. Hyde, Wayne State
niversity, Detroit, Michizan 48202
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gson/Conneyr Industri

The Develcopment of the Jeffer

The Chryvaler Corporationts Jefferson Avenus manufacturing
complex was part of an industrial distyrict that developed
from the early 1%00s to the late 1920s along Jefferson and
Conner Avenues, which intersect about five miles east of
Woodward Avenus, Detreoit's major commercial avtery. This
territory was incorporated as Fairview Village of Grosse
Pointe Township in December, 1903, The City of Detroit
arnexed the area in COctober 1907 in order to dAivert the
village's sewage from the Detroit River by extending
Detroit’s sewage system along Jefferson Bvenue past Connor's
Creek, the source of the pollution,. The annexation extended
Detrolit's eastern boundary nearly 2.5 miles to Alter Road and
inciuded roughly & square miles of real estate. Thisz was
ancther chapter of Detroit’s rapid physical expansion in the
early twentieth century. The city's population grew from
285,704 in 1900 to 465,766 in 1910, but then leaped to
93,679 in 1920, in larse part because of the expanding
automobile industryy. Detreoit's incorporated area likewise
grew from 23 square miles in 1900 to 79 square miles by 1921
and nearly doubled again over the next decade.

This particounlar area emerged as an industrial district
recause of the availability of cheap lLand and the location of
t+he Detroit Terminal Railyoad, which Tan on &2 north-south
line parallel to and west of Conner Avemas. The concentration
of manmfacturing facilities, primarily west of Conner,
extended nearly two milss from Freud to Warren Avenne. The
Detroit Terminal Railroad was established in 1905 as a
heltline yailway to connect the majior rail lines which
entered Detroit, but were not linked together . The first
segment, opened in 1906, was four miles long and sextended
north from the Detroit BEiver on the west side of the oiby.
The maior railroads serving Detxoit Jointly owned and
opeyated the line for most of the twentieth oentury. The line
extended into the Jefferscu\Conner area in 1908-190%. When
the last section opened in 1914, the Detyoit Terminal
Failroad had eightsen miles of mainliine track, an additional
eighteen miles of side track, and eighteen locomotivesg,
representing an investment of more than 1.5 million.
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The rapid development of this industrial districot can be seen
in the real estate and fire insurance atlases covering ths
area. A real estate atlas of 1905 showed the lands west of
+the eventual location of Terminal Avenme fully platted inta
house= lots, but the area east of Terminal, both north and
south of Jefferson Avermis, was entirely uwndeveloped. By 1911,
howevey, tThe area already had substantial industrial
development.. Besides the Chalmers Motor Company plant south
of Jefferson and immediately east of the Detroit Terminal
Railroad line, two malior manufachmnring compleres stood north
of Jefferson, flanking Cornor's Uyesk Boad {later known as
Conner Averme). The Hadson Motor Car Company, organized in
1909, bought a2 25-~acre site and built A sprawling reinforoced-
concrete factoyy at the northeast corner of Jeffeyson and
Cormor's Creek Road in 190%9-1916G. The Anderson Forge and
Machine Company, organized in 1906, bought a 13-aore paroel
at the northwest corner of that intersection and in 1910
built a %arge plant, which was projected to employ 500
workers,

By the mid-1910=, automobile-related industries ocoupled s
two mile Lelt along the Detroit Terminal Railroad line
extending from south of Freud through Warren Avenue. A
February 1914 issue ofF The Automebile identified sleven
manufacturers of automeobiles or components: the RCH
Corporaticon; Zenith Carburetor Company: Chalmers Motor
Sompany; Anderson Forge & Machine; Hudzon Motor Caxr Company:
Continental Motoras Company: Metal Products Company; Michigan
Electric Welding;: Bower Rollexr Bearing Company: Motor Foundry
& Machine Company; and the Lozier Motor Company. A Sanbhorn
insurance map of 1916 showed only two majicr new manufacturing
firms, both locatad immediately north of Jefferson Avenue and
west of the Detroit Terminal Railroad. The Wadsworth
Manufacturing Company, which produced automobkile bodies,
fronted on Jefferson Avenue and the MoCord Manufacturing
Company, which mads autommbilf radiators, was logated just
noyth of the Wadsworth plant.
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In the 1%20s, the Jefferzen/Conner district continued to
attract industrial firms which built new plants on the
available lands. B 1923 real estate atlas showed four large
plants oocupying most of the land between Jefferson and
Kercheval, on both sides of Conner. From east to west, they
were Oontinental Motors, Hudson, Jefferson Forge Products

{ formerly Anderson Forge and Machinel, and the American Motor
Body Company {(formerly Wadasworth Manufacturing Companv).
Efter a spectacular fire destroved the Wadsworth plant in
August 191%, the firm engaged Albert Kahn to design a six-
atory reinforced-concrete replacement building, which was
completed the following vear. Wadsworth then leased its
factory complex to the Bmerican Motor Body Company, which
bought it outright in 1923%. The new Chrysler Corporation in
turn acquired the property in 1925, when it hecame the
Chrysler Corpeoration Kercheval Avenue plant.

In 1923, three large plants filled the blocks bounded by
Conner, the Detroit Terminal Railroad, Kercheval, and
Charleveix - the Timkin-Detroit Axle Companv {previously
Metal Products Companyi, the Detroit Vapor Stove Company, and
Flant No. 2 of the Hudaon-Essex Motor Company. The Liberty
Motor Car Company occuplied the next block to the north,
between Charlevoix and Goethe. Although the firm was
ingorporated in 1916, it did not. build this manufacturing
complex until three vears later.

B 1929 Sanborn fire insurance map of this industrial district
shows mosht of the same firms that were theve in 1%23. Many of
+he automobile marmfacturers, including Chrvsler, had greatliy
enlarged their facilities and largely "filied in" their
existing land holdings. In 1925, the Budd Bealtv Company
bought the Liberty MNMotor Car Company properiy between
Charlevoix and Mack Avenue and leased the plant to the Budd
Wheel Company. Budd immediately puiit a large bhody plant o
supply the Detroit auvtomobile companies with closed steel
bodies, The Chrvsler Corporation Maock Avenue Stamping Plant
{formerly Briggs Manufacturing) occoccupied a large tract
hetween Mack and Warren avenues and defined the northern
boundary of this district. The Jefferson/Conmer industrial
corridor has remainsd a center for the production of
sutomobile components and finished vehicles from the 1%10s to
the present. '
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The Jefferso ‘ . Plant in Historical Peirs

This plant was the birthplace of the Chrvsler automobile and
a nmajor production facility for the Chryvsler Corporation fox
most of its history. Walter Percy Chrvsler {(1875-19%40) had
served as works manager {1912-1916) and president [(1916-19201}
of the Buick Motor Company in Flint, Michigan, before
hecoming as exacutive vive-president of the financially-
aitling Willvs-Overland Company in 1920-1%9231. He was president
of the Mawwell-Chalmers Motor Con Company in 1920-1925,
Chrvsler introduced a pathbreaking new autowmobile, the
Chrvslexr 8ix, in 1924 and first produced it at the Jefferson
Avenue plant. With the sucecess of his new models, Walter
Chrvslier galned control of Maxwell -Chalmers and recrganized
the fixm as the Chrysler Corporation on & June 1925.

Chrysler Jjumped from twenty-seventh to fouxrth place within
the U.8. auto industrvy in terms of sales between 1925 and
1927. The following year was one of the most important in the
corporation's historvy. In July 1928, Walter Chryvsler acquired
+he Dodge Brothers Company, with its large factory complex in
Hamtramclk, Michigan for #1700 million in Chyvysler stock. The
Trodge purchase tripled Chrysier's mamufacturing capacity.
Later in the vear, Chrvsler launched two new lines of cars -
the low-priced Plymouth, intended to compets direc;ly with
Ford and Chevrolet, and the medium-priced De Soto,

The Jefferson Averme complex was one of the Chrvysler
Corporation's three majioy factories in the Detroit area in
the late 1920s. The second, the "Main Plant”™ of the Dodge
Brothers Company {"Dodge Main'), manufactured and aszsembled
“the Dodege line of cars, and was located roughly 4.5 miles
anorthwest of the Jefferson Avenue plant. Chrysler opensd =
third majior factory in December 1928 to bnild the Plymouth
automobile - the Lynch BEoad plant, about 1.5 miles northeast
of Dodge Main. There, Albert Hahn Jdesigned an enormous
complex that featured a single-story steel-framed building,
375 feet wide and 2,490 feet long. After Lynch Eoad opened,
the Jefferson Avenue plant assembled the Chrvslier line of
cars and occasionally De Sotos as well. Chrvsler's enlarged
marmaf acturing capacity enabled the corporation to inorease
its sales from 192,000 cars in 1927 to 450,543 in 1929,
making it one of the top three UY.5. automobile companies.
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The produchts assembled at the Jefferson Bvenue plant, as well
a&s the paris manmafactured there, changed considerably over
time. After its introduction in 1%28, the De Soto was
initially assembled at Dodge Main, but its production was
periodivally shifted to Jetfferson Avenne as well. In 1936,
Chryvsler acgquired the former La Salle factory on Detroitts
west side, at Wyoming and MeGraw, and moved the production of
De Sotos there. Kahn designed an enormous Press Shop for De
Soto in 1936, with a large addition in 1%41., In the postwar
pericd, Chrvsler huilt most of its new production facilities
in outstate Michigan and in other states as well.

The mamufacturing and assembly operations scuth of Jeffevrson
Avermie continued to expand through the Second World War, as
did the HEercheval (body) plant noxrth of Jefferson. By 1%41,
the two plants had a combined emplovment of 14,000 and
produced 850 cars per day. All the bodies were manufachured
at the Kercheval plant and then transporied across Jefferson
Averme on flathed trucks, which could carrvy only eight bodies
at & time. The Jefferson Avenue complex reached its peak
production and emplovment in the late 19505, after Chrvslex
bailt & 220 million addition to the Kercheval plant in 1955,
The new buildings housed modein Bodv-In-White assemhly lines
and painting facilities, which enabled Chrvsler to produce
welded bodies prior to painting. In the late 1%950s, the
complex smploved 16,500 and produced 1,200 cars per day. To
eliminate the costly and harmful practice of transporting
bodies to the assembly plant across the street by truck,
Chrvsler also built a bridge over Jeiferson Avenue in 1955 to
house body convevor lines. The br%gge connected the two
rlants at the second floor level.

The Jefferson Avenue plant remained a significant production
center for the Chyysler Corporation until it closed in
February 1990. It produced the Chrvsler "K-Cars™ {Dodge Aries
and Plymouth Reliant) from August 1980 until Febyuary 19872
and then the subcompact Dodge Omni and Plvmouth Horizon
models until its closure in February 19%0.
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NOTES

1vgaction of Pairview Which May Become Part of Detrolt,”
Detroit Free Press, & March 1907: M"Fairview Village Will Be
Right Up to Date." Detroif Free Press, 20 February 19106,
Section &, p. 3; and Sidney Glazer, Detroit: A Study ip Urban
Development (New Yoxrl: Bookman Associates, 1%65), pp. 129-
130.

2"Cﬂmpletion of Last Section of Detroit Terminal Railwav
Increases Itz Importance in Development of Industry,? Detroit
Free Press, 28 June 1914,

SWilliam C. SBauer, Detailed Official Atlaz of Wavne
Countv, Michigan (Detroit: W. €. Sauer, 1905}); George W.
Baist, Baist's Real Estate Atlas of Survevs of Detreit and
Highland Park, Michigan {Philadelphia: <. W. Baist, i911);
Slarence M. Burton, The €ity of Detroit., Michigan, 1701-19232
{Detroit: 3. J. Clarke Publizhing Company, 1922}, Volume 1,
P, S583-584, 599; and "New Forge and Machine Plant to Emplov
500," The Detroit News, 2 March 191G, p. 16.

Q"Map of Detroit Showing Avtonmobile, Truck, and
Accessory Plants,” The Automobile, Volume 30, FPebruary 24,
1914, p. 497 and Sanborn Map and Publishing Company,
Insurance Maps of Detroit, Michigsan, Volume 11 {(New York:
Zanborn Map and Publizhing Company, 19161}.

5Genrge W. Baist, Baist's Real Estate Atlas of Survevs
of Detroit, and Suburbs, Michigan (Philadelphia: G. W. Baist,
1923), Volume 1: "Blaze Damage Above Million: Wadsworth '
Officials Believe Sparks From Inclnerator Caused Fire,"
The Detroit News, 2 August 1919, pp. 1, 2: and Burton, The
City of Detroit, Volume L, p. 58L.
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6Sanbnrn Map and Pubklishing Company. Insurance Maps o
Detroit, Michigan, Volume 11 {New York: Sanborn Map and
Pulxlishing Company, 19293} and Robert J. Kothe, "Budd
Company,” in George S. May. editor, The Automobile Industrv.,
1894-1220 (New York: Brucooli Clark Lavman, 19903, pp. 60-51.

TRie shard P, Scharchburg, "Walter Percy Chrysler,™. in
Zeorge ﬁay. editor, The Auvtomoblile Industyrv, 1920-1980,
PP. 57-

0’1 Uia

SGeerge 3. May, "Chrysler Corporation," in George 3.
Mavy, editor, The Automobi ndusty 1920-1980, p. 64 and
¥. Hawkins Ferrv, The Legacv of Albhert Kahn {Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 19873, p. 24,

gGrant Hiidebrand, Designing For Industyv:
& : 1t BRahn (Cambridse, MA: the MIT Press,
19?é3 pp, 165-171 and W. Hawkins Ferryv, The Buildings of
ﬁerr01+: A Historvy {Detyoit: Wayne State University Press,
1968), pp. 335-37

103&ffarson Aszembly Plant Quality Product Improvement
Team, Jefferson Assembly Plant, 1907-19B4: 77 ¥ears of
Historv! {(Detroit, 189843, no page nunbers.
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SOURCES OF INFORMATION

A, Architectural rawings: Uriginal drawings have survived
for the Jefferson Avenue plant buildings desisnad by
Albert Kahn, Virtually all of the majior industrial
buildings in the Jefferson/Conner induatrial district
ware also designed by Kahn and those drawings have
survived as well, They are preserved in the corporate
archives of Albert Kahn Associates, Architects and
Engineers, the Albert Kahn Building, 7430 Second Avenue,
Detroit, Michigan 28202. Original drawings have alac
survived for most of the buildings designed by the
architectural firm of Smith, Hinchman & Grvils. These
alse survive in microfiche form in the office of
Smith, Hinchman & Gryvlls Asacciates, Inc., 150 West
Jefferaon Avenue, Detroit, Michigan &8236.

B. Historic Views: Three malor sources of historic views
were identified. Thes larsgest collecticon, approximatels
1,500 views, iz found at the Chryslier Hiztorical
Collecticon, the Chrvzlier Corporation, 12000 Chrvsiexr
Prive, Highland Paric, Michigan 4822848, The Naticonal
Autonmentive History Collection at the Detroit Public
LDibrary, 5201 Woodward Avenue, Detroit, Michigan 48303,
hasz roughly 600 historic photographs, primarily intevicr
views. The office of Albert Kahn Aszssociates in Detroit
alzo has approximately 150 views.
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SITE PLAN OF THE JEFFERSON/CONNER INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT
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SITE PLAN, 1910
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SITE PLAN, 1918
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