
I
t’s fair to assume that
everyone who was anyone
in 1860s Lansing dined in
what is now Joe Smalley’s
conference room. 

The Greek revival
house on St. Joseph Street

that is now the offices of Smalley
Investments was once owned by
John A. Kerr, the second mayor
of Lansing, a partner in the firm
that held the lucrative state
printing contract, publisher of
the Lansing State Republican
and a man who seems to have
felt personally obligated to fill
the social void in the still-new
capital city. He was known,
among other things, for sending
wagons to Detroit to bring back
liquor and canned goods for his
“open houses.” 

“Mr. Kerr’s acquaintance 

Lansing’s Kerr House is
now the home of Smalley
Investments. 

Stunning renovation

Above and
far left:
Entryway
and stairway
detail. See
more photos
at www.
lsj.com. 

The Kerr
House was
built in the
mid-1800’s.
ROD SANFORD/LSJ 

AT A GLANCE
The Kerr House likely was built in

1854 or 1855 for John A. Kerr, the
second mayor of Lansing, partner in
the printing firm of Hosmer & Kerr
and publisher of the Lansing State
Republican. 

It is one of the oldest houses in the
city, possibly the oldest. Though Kerr
died in 1868, his wife Polly lived in the
house until her death in 1899. It was
being used as an office building by the
mid-1940s. 

Developer Gene Townsend bought
it in 2004 and restored the exterior,
but lost the house to foreclosure
before the project was complete. Joe
Smalley bought it and finished the
interior renovations. It has served as
the offices of Smalley Investments
since June. 

One of Lansing’s oldest homes is lovingly restored

By Matthew Miller
mrmiller@lsj.com

See KERR HOUSE, Page 8D
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among the earlier public
men of the state was very
extensive,” the newspa-
per wrote in the 1899
obituary of his wife,
Polly, “and in the days
when hotel accommoda-
tions were meager in
Lansing, he entertained
on an extensive scale. In
this he was ably sec-
onded by his accom-
plished wife, and the old
home was the scene of
constant entertainment
and sociability.”

It is now the scene of
financial advice and
investment consulting.
Smalley, who moved his
offices to the building in
June, had spent the pre-
vious few years in an
East Lansing office
building that was “class
A, lots of glass, typical
Dilbert stuff,” he said. 

He wanted to come
back to Lansing, and he
wanted “something with
character, something
beautiful.” When the
realtor showed him the
Kerr House, as it’s still
known, he fell in love. 

The exterior had un-
dergone a careful resto-
ration. The interior, he
said, “was a mess.” It is
not any more. 

The Kerr House is one
of the few remaining
antebellum structures in
Lansing, possibly the
oldest house in the city,
though it’s hard to say. Its
date of construction is
often given as 1854 or
1855, though the earlier
date doesn’t seem to fit
with the fact that Kerr
first arrived in Detroit
from Rochester, N.Y. in
1853 and didn’t make his
way to Lansing until
1856. 

The home was once “a
vast estate complete with
a park,” according to a
description in a 1976
Lansing Historical Soci-
ety publication. It had no
fewer than 19 outbuild-
ings. Once located on the
corner of St. Joseph
Street and Grand Ave-
nue, it was later moved
some distance to the east.
Though Interstate 496
now dominates its south-

ern view, it stands on a
hill and once overlooked
the conjunction of the
Grand and Red Cedar
rivers and the bridge that
connected Lansing to
points eastward. 

John Kerr died in 1868
of “an affliction of the
liver with a dropsical
tendency” while return-
ing by train from a Cana-
dian health spa. He was
44 or 45. Even the obitu-
aries in his own paper
weren’t sure. Polly re-
mained in the house until
her death three decades
later, though her obituary

noted that in her later
years “fortune dealt less
kindly with her than
previously.”

The house was a pri-
vate residence until at
least the 1930s. By the
mid-40s, it was being
used as an office build-
ing, which is how it was
set up when Gene Town-
send’s development com-
pany bought the house
and surrounding proper-
ty in 2004 at a cost of
$330,000. 

“It had all of these
additions. It had vinyl
siding. It was carpeted

throughout,” Townsend
said. “The bedrooms, all
the rooms were convert-
ed into offices with a lot
of phone cables and wall
shelves and stuff that
had accumulated over
the years.”

Townsend called the
17-unit townhouse devel-
opment he built around
the house Printers Row, a
gesture to Kerr. The
house itself, he said,
“provided kind of an
iconic centerpiece to the
project.” He put more
than $250,000 dollars into
its restoration, removing

an addition to the dining
room and one to the back
of the house, installing
energy efficient win-
dows. Over one summer,
he said, “we made new
pieces of wood to match
ones that were rotted and
basically just rebuilt the
outside.”

But the restoration
still was unfinished when
the real estate crisis hit
in 2008. Townsend lost
the building to foreclo-
sure in 2011. He said he
stopped making pay-
ments on a different
property, and the bank

simply chose not to con-
tinue his mortgage. 

“I was proud that I
was able to preserve that
building,” he said. “It had
been used hard for a lot
of decades, and I don’t
think anyone valued it as
a piece of Lansing histo-
ry. It was just cheap
commercial space.”

It is now distinctive
commercial space. 

“We had to scrape off
wallpaper and put up
drywall and paint, refin-
ish floors and put in tile,
put a kitchenette in, but
it’s mostly cosmetic,”
Smalley said. “It just
needed some love.”

He brought in three
different contractors to
get the white oak floors
just right, hung pho-
tographs and an 1866
map of Lansing, rehung
the old doors he found in
the basement, installed
striking Restoration
Hardware light fixtures,
received a gift of an
1850s door knob from
one of the building’s
neighbors. 

“The thing I mostly
wanted to do was to pay
honor to the stunning
architectural features,
the beautiful moldings
and the ceilings and all of
that, but I didn’t want it
to be a historical reno-
vation,” Smalley said.
“That’s not what my in-
tentions were. That’s 
not what my personal
style is.”

And he left a single
door, the one separating
the kitchen from the
back staircase, exactly as
he found it.

“I wanted to keep one
piece untouched,” he
said, pointing to the peel-
ing paint and exposed
wood grain. “I love that
kind of marbling. So I
just left it as it is.”

He brings his dogs to
work now, Riley and
Sophie and Magglio,
named for the former
Detroit Tigers right
fielder. Owning has its
privileges. 

He feels lucky that
he’s the one who got to
finish bringing it back to
life. 

“Every day when I
drive to work, I smile
when I see the building,”
he said. “It’s gorgeous.”

Kerr House
Continued from Page 1D

“The thing I mostly wanted to do was to pay honor to the stunning architectural features, the beautiful moldings and the
ceilings and all of that, but I didn’t want it to be a historical renovation,” owner Joe Smalley said. ROD SANFORD/LSJ

Renovations included restoring details to the home such as
details above the lighting fixtures.

The house was a private residence until at least the 1930s.
By the mid-40s, it was being used as an office building.


