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SUMMARY OF MILL RE-USE PLANNING ACTIVITIES 

 On December 15, 2008, the Village of Williamsville (“Village”) retained 

Preservation Studios LLC (“Preservation Studios”) to study re-use options for the 

Williamsville Water Mill (“Mill”) located at 56 East Spring Street in the Village.  Phase I of 

our engagement included our review and analysis of the Historic Structure Report 

prepared by Bero Architecture P.C. (“Bero Report”).  Our written recommendations 

concerning the Bero Report were furnished to the Village on January 12, 2009 and are 

attached to this Report as Exhibit A. 

 Phase I also included community outreach activities and, on January 24, 2009, 

we helped the Village host Mill Re-Use Workshops (the “Workshops”).  During the 

Workshops, which were attended by about 60 people, participants were asked to 

develop and rank Mill re-use ideas, with a rank of “1” signifying a “very undesirable” re-

use idea and a rank of “5” signifying a “very desirable” re-use idea. Preservation Studios 

compiled data collected at the workshops and reported its findings to the Village on 

February 9, 2009.  A copy of those written findings is attached to this Report as Exhibit 

B.  The following is a brief summary of some of the Workshop ideas: 

Commercial, retail and housing uses: Favored re-use ideas included a grocery 

co-operative, a farmer’s market, a bed & breakfast/hostel, a restaurant and a 

bookstore. 

Government and public/community uses: In this workshop, favored re-use 

concepts ranged from a library to an historical society to an archive facility to a 

heritage center. 

Cultural, entertainment and recreation uses: Under this category, re-use ideas 

such as a museum, an event/meeting center, a concert venue, a nature center 

and park improvements scored well. 

 Phase II of our engagement involved researching design and re-use options for 

the Mill, as well as a second public meeting to present those options to the community 

and seek its feedback.  On March 10, 2009, we helped the Village host such a 

community meeting, at which we presented eight re-use concepts that emerged from 

the Workshops and described possible capital funding sources.   
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The eight re-use concepts presented on March 10th were: 

1. Government services 

2. Library and local archives 

3. Village square 

4. Destination activities 

5. Park 

6. Events 

7. Museum 

8. Mixed-use commercial district 

 

As discussed in greater detail later in this Report, there appeared to be general 

support from the March 10th public meeting participants for the “village square” re-use 

concept. 
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ASSUMPTIONS 

 
 We based our findings and our recommendations in this Report upon the 

following fundamental assumptions: 

 

1. The Mill property will be approached as a three-building complex. 

 

2. Some in-fill construction may necessary, appropriate and permitted. 

 

3. Milling artifacts in the main Mill building must remain in that building. 

 

4. The Mill re-use project will be mixed-use. 

 

5. Private-sector involvement in the Mill re-use project may necessary, 

appropriate and permitted. 

 

6. Existing historic preservation restrictive covenants will apply to all future 

owners of the Mill property, until those restrictions expire or are terminated. 
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RE-USE PROPOSAL: A VILLAGE SQUARE 

 
 Throughout its history, Williamsville has maintained a village flavor.  Dating to the 

early 1800s, the intersection of the original Great Iroquois Trail (later Buffalo-Batavia 

Road and now Main Street) and the Eleven Mile (now Ellicott) Creek shows a cluster of 

buildings that would soon include the current Mill structures.  This intersection was 

identified by Joseph Ellicott as the ideal location for a settlement due to the terrain and 

water that allowed for such Mill activity.  Two centuries later, the Village community has 

expanded for miles beyond this intersection and the traffic associated with this 

expansion has turned the original trail into a highway and has removed the sense of 

“village center” once found in the area near the Mill. 

The community input received at the Workshops and March 10th public meeting 

articulated the need for a “village center” and the desire to have the Mill site serve in this 

capacity.  Bolstering this community sentiment, the Village’s Community Plan of 2008 

suggests that a “Mill Village” would help integrate the site into the Village as a whole.  

Based on these factors, among others, we believe that the Village Square concept 

merits more in-depth exploration. 

The Landscape 

There is a need to give a “Village Square” identity to the physical site containing 

the Mill and ancillary buildings. To reach this end, the entire site would be landscaped to 

include walkways, gardens and seating areas.  The landscape could house a clock 

tower, original artwork and include a ground map of the Village highlighting important 

landmarks and destinations.  The site would be ideal for a visitors’ kiosk providing 

information on Village sites and activities to tourists and local residents. 

 

The Main Mill Building 

The importance of the main Mill building as an historic site goes beyond its 

designation on the National Register of Historic Places.  Both community sentiment and 

regional perceptions view this site as one of the early landmarks in Western New York 

development.  The use of the central Mill tower (the “Mill Tower”) as a museum is 

proposed in the Bero Report.  Additionally the New York State Historic Preservation 

Office (“SHPO”) and the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic 

Preservation (“State Parks”), who oversee the grants given to the Village for Mill 

acquisition, presently expect some form of historic interpretation at the site, including 
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retention of historic artifacts in the Mill Tower.  This suggests that the Mill Tower should 

be retained as museum space, including at least the basement and first floor levels.  

Upper floors of the Mill Tower could be devoted to interactive learning spaces, 

temporary exhibits or even meeting space, with the third floor possibly serving as an 

office or a small meeting area. 

The remaining north and south wings of the Mill building could serve as retail 

spaces, with a larger enterprise in the levels of the north wing and a small shop, perhaps 

associated with the museum, in the south wing.  However, to provide support to the 

Village Square concept, an anchor tenant or sufficient smaller tenants must be involved 

in the reuse of the site.  This could be accomplished by efficient reuse of the remainder 

of the site including the two additional buildings. 

 

The Mill House and Zent House 

Both the Mill House and the Ely Zent House (the “Zent House”) provide 

interesting opportunities for re-use.  Each structure offers sufficient square footage for 

retail and commercial uses, although we note that a restaurant, an inn and housing were 

not favored as primary uses.  In addition, these buildings offer a unique opportunity for 

combined use, as outlined below. 

In-fill at the Site 

The total available square footage on the Mill site is around 9,000 square feet. A 

significant amount of this space is in the historic Mill Tower, which could be reused for 

museum/meeting space, leaving a less than ideal amount of space for other uses.  

These limitations suggest that appropriate infill should be considered to make the site 

function in a more sustainable and feasible manner. 

1.  In-fill at the historic Water Mill building. 

 Attached to this Report as Exhibit C is a map of the Mill property (the “Mill Map”) 

on which we have marked possible locations for in-fill construction.  In-fill around the 

main Mill building must be treated in a manner sensitive to the historic integrity of the 

building and site.  That said, this infill must be both transparent and temporal.  A minimal 

structure, transparent in nature, designed to be set back from the Mill Tower facade 

would have little negative impact on the appearance of the building or on the view 

through to the adjacent park.  We have indicated this proposed location in red on the Mill 

Map.  In addition to being set back, it could be limited to the existing space at grade, 
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allowing for no intrusion on the ravine wall and permitting rebuilding of the historic 

sluiceway.  This in-fill could be an open, skeletal structure with the ability to be 

temporarily enclosed with awning or tent-like enclosures and, through the use of patio 

heaters, could be enjoyed from mid-Spring to mid-Fall.  The square footage of this new 

structure would allow for small events, both public and private. 

2.  In-fill between the Mill House and Zent House 

Perhaps the most appropriate placement for in-fill on the site is in the area 

between the Mill House and the Zent House, as indicated in blue on the Mill Map.  

Based on our informal estimates, this space would allow for a minimum of 3,000 square 

feet on two levels and, by its placement away from the historic Mill Tower, could be a 

more structured construction.  Additionally, by using the in-fill to tie together the Mill 

House and Zent House, aggregate space of around 8,000 square feet could be 

available, providing a realistic capacity for a major anchor tenant, whether a commercial 

venture such as a retail or offices or a quasi-governmental use such as a library. 
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THRESHOLD ISSUES 

 The following are some threshold issues that the Village will need to address 

before proceeding with any Mill re-use project: 

 

1. Public or Private?  The Village needs to consider whether the Mill re-use 

project will be best undertaken on a public-sector basis or a private-sector 

basis (or, if possible, through a combination of those approaches).  That 

determination will, among other things, impact the availability of financial 

resources for the project. 

 

2. State Parks Approval: Due to the Environmental Protection Funds (“EPF”), 

and other public funds, that were used to acquire the Mill building, and the 

related Preservation Covenant now encumbering the property, the approval of 

State Parks, including SHPO, will be required for any Mill re-use project. 

 

3. Historic Status of the Zent House: The Zent House was not included in the 

National Register of Historic Places listing for the Mill property, which could 

negatively impact the availability of certain financial resources for the re-use 

of that structure. 

 

4. In-fill Construction: With the help of the project architect, the Village needs to 

make a preliminary determination regarding the amount of square footage 

available for in-fill construction. 

 

5. Infrastructure, Parking and Traffic Considerations:  For any Mill re-use project, 

the Village will need to consider the impact on municipal infrastructure, 

parking and traffic. 
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RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS 
 

 We recommend that the Village pursue the following initial next steps in 

connection with the re-use of the Mill property: 

 

1. Immediate consultation with the appropriate representatives at both State 

Parks and SHPO, particularly regarding any non-museum re-use proposed for 

the Mill property. 

 

2. Submission of an application to State Parks/SHPO for a 2009 EPF grant to 

help pay the cost of a “use study and first-phase design process” to be 

prepared and undertaken by the project architect.  According to SHPO 

representatives, such “use study and first-phase design process” should: 

 

a. Include a review of the Bero Report by, and any supplemental 

recommendations of, the project architect 

 

b. Address local building/fire code issues 

 

c. Include physical site considerations 

 

d. Present a master plan by the project architect for a Village Square, as 

described in this Report 

 

It is our understanding from SHPO that its 2009 EPF grant guidelines will be 

available approximately June 1, 2009 with applications due within a few 

months afterwards. 

 

3. Engagement of a project architect to facilitate future phases of the Mill re-use 

project.  We recommend that such an architect be engaged through a formal 

request-for-proposal (“RFP”) process that requires applicants to illustrate, 

among other things, extensive historic preservation experience and a proven 

ability to work successfully with State Parks and SHPO. 

 

4. Consider issuing a RFP to determine the viability of private-sector re-

development of the Mill. 
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5. Consider pursuing the inclusion of the Zent House in the National Register of 

Historic Places listing for the Mill property.   

 

6. Continue to follow the recommendations in the Bero Report regarding the 

protection and stabilization of the Mill property. 
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EXHIBIT A 

 

 

BERO REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Niagara Falls:     Buffalo: 

Thomas Yots, M.S., M. Arch.               Jason A. Yots 

740 Park Place, Box 1863     221 Bedford Avenue  

Niagara Falls, NY 14302-1863   Buffalo, NY 14216 

716.282.6718     716.440.0521 

tomyots@verizon.net    JAYpreserves@roadrunner.com 

                    

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
To:   Mary E. Lowther, Mayor, Village of Williamsville 

Jeffrey L. Kingsley, Trustee, Village of Williamsville  
 
From:  Preservation Studios LLC 
 
Date:  January 12, 2009 
 
Re:   Williamsville Water Mill, 56 East Spring Street, Williamsville, New York 
 Bero Architecture – Historic Structures Report 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 We reviewed the Historic Structure Report (“Report”) prepared by Bero 
Architecture P.C. (“Bero”) with respect to the Williamsville Water Mill complex 
(throughout, we collectively refer to the main Mill building and all additions and 
out-buildings as the “Mill”). As requested, we have summarized below some of 
Bero’s recommendations contained in the Report, along with our annotated 
responses to those recommendations. 
 
 We wish to note that certain of Bero’s recommendations are based on the 
presumptions at the time the Report was issued that (a) the Mill would be re-used 
as a museum and (b) the Village would retain ownership of the Mill.  Since our 
firm is helping the Village identify potential alternate re-uses of the Mill, our 
comments in this memo are made without regard to a specific future re-use or 
owner.  Therefore, due to the broader scope of our engagement, we, at times, 
suggest alternatives to some of Bero’s recommendations. 
 
 It is our understanding that the Mill property is subject to a Preservation 
Covenant in favor of the New York’s State Office of Parks, Recreation and 
Historic Preservation (“SHPO”).  Accordingly, the Village should consult with 
SHPO regarding any proposed re-use of, and/or changes to, the Mill. 
 

Finally, based on our conversations with SHPO, we wish to emphasize 
that the main Mill building contains significant historic fabric and equipment that 
must remain and be protected in any re-use.  Changes may be permitted in these 
areas and to those items, but they must be done in consultation with SHPO and 
with great sensitivity to the historic fabric.  Per SHPO, it is recommended that an 

mailto:tomyots@verizon.net
mailto:JAYpreserves@roadrunner.com
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architect with recognized success in this type of work be chosen to design and 
administer the re-use project. 
 

Report  
Section 

Bero Recommendations PS Comments 

§3.1 1. Extend “period of  
significance” to 1947 

Per SHPO, this could be beneficial 
if the Village wished to undertake a 
future interpretation of non-historic 
construction.  Otherwise, there 
would be little financial benefit to 
such action and the Mill could be 
subject to additional restrictions on 
changes to the Mill.  In any event, 
SHPO should be consulted before 
proceeding with such an extension. 

Executive 
Summary 

2. Demolition of North Shed Per SHPO, demolition of the North 
Shed might be permitted if the non-
historic nature of the structure is 
verified using construction records.  

 
 
a. §16.3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
b. §11.6 

3. South Wing: 
 
a. Demolition of South Wing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
b. Repair or remove South Wing 

deck  

 
 
a. In the absence of a public safety 

hazard, we recommend 
deferring the demolition of the 
South Wing pending 
determination of the future re-
use of the Mill.  Per SHPO, the 
demolition and any resulting infill 
must be undertaken according to 
the standards of the U.S. 
Department of Interior.  

b. Bero indicates that the South 
Wing deck is unsafe and should 
be repaired or removed.  Since 
there may be some historic 
fabric beneath the deck, SHPO 
must be consulted before 
commencing this work. 

 
 
a. §8.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Repairs to the North Wing: 
 

a. Roof repairs 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
a. We agree that the North Wing 

roof should be repaired.  
However, given the uncertainty 
of the future use of, and funding 
for, the Mill, we suggest that a 
temporary repair be pursued at 
the least possible cost to the 
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b. §11.2.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
c. §11.2.2 

 
 
 
 
  

b. Structural analysis to 
determine need to reinforce 
roof 

 
 
 
 

 
c. Repair of fire char 

Village.  Selection of a 
permanent treatment for the Mill 
roofing ideally should be made 
after the future re-use of the Mill 
is identified.  

b. We agree with this 
recommendation.  However, if it 
is determined that the current 
roof structure is sustainable, 
then we recommend deferring 
this action pending 
determination of the future re-
use of the Mill 

c. Any cosmetic action should be 
deferred pending determination 
of the future of the North Wing. 

 
 
a. §16.1 

 
 
b. §15.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Repairs to the Mill building: 
 
a. Removal of all modern 

construction and materials 
from Mill building 

b. Installation of a sprinkler 
system 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
a. We recommend deferring this 

action pending determination of 
the future re-use of the Mill 

b. We agree that protecting this 
significant historic structure 
from fire damage should be one 
of the Village’s highest priorities 
(particularly in light of the 
previous fire at the Mill and 
destruction of a similar Mill in 
the Town of Amherst).  
However, we recommend that 
the cost of a sprinkler system 
be considered in the context of 
the future re-use plans for the 
Mill. 
As a general matter, SHPO 
should be consulted regarding 
the choice of roofing materials.  
If the historic roof was metal, 
then it should be replaced with 
like-kind materials, as 
recommended in the Report.  
However, if this is economically 
infeasible, the current presence 
of non-historic material should 
provide some latitude in the 
choice of replacement 
materials.  If the original roof 
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c. §11.1.2 
 
 
d. §12.2.4 

 
 
 
 

 
 

c. Replacement of various 
types of “modern” wall 
cladding 

d. Treatment of “modern” 
windows 

was wood shingle and has been 
entirely replaced, then SHPO 
may permit it to be replaced by 
one of the various synthetic 
roofing materials currently 
available. 

c. We recommend deferring this 
action pending determination of 
the future re-use of the Mill 

d. We agree with Bero’s 
recommendation that the 
Village consult SHPO before 
making any changes to the Mill 
complex’s windows.  In any 
event, we recommend that any 
non-emergency changes to the 
windows should be deferred 
pending determination of the 
future re-use of the Mill 

§7.1 6. Removal of vegetation We agree that any vegetation 
growing around the foundation 
should be removed to prevent 
further deterioration of the Mill 
foundation. 

§7.2 7. Grading We agree that grading should be 
maintained in a way to keep water 
away from the Mill building. 
 

§7.4 8. Connection to storm sewer We agree with Bero’s 
recommendation that the Mill be 
connected to the underground 
storm sewer.  However, if possible, 
we recommend that such work be 
deferred pending determination of 
the future re-use of the Mill 

§7.5 9. Removal of exterior cider mill 
equipment 

If the Village determines that there 
is no vandalism or theft issues, then 
we recommend that such removal 
be deferred pending determination 
of the future re-use of the Mill 

§7.6 10. Geological investigation The Report cites problems with the 
rock formation beneath the Mill 
building and recommends 
investigation and repair.  We agree. 

 
§9.2 – §9.7 

 
11. Gutter repairs and replacement 

 
The Report recommends both 
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repair and replacement of the 
gutters on the building.  If possible, 
repair should be done by the Village 
and replacement should be 
deferred pending determination of 
the future re-use of the Mill 

§11 12. Wood deterioration The Report notes some 
deterioration of sills and posts in 
various areas.  These should be 
investigated to determine if they are 
secure at this time and, if not, 
temporary repair is recommended 
pending determination of the future 
re-use of the Mill 

§6 13. Measured drawings to HABS  
(Historic American Building 
Survey) standards 

Measured drawings to HABS  
(Historic American Building Survey) 
standards do not seem necessary 
at this point and may never be 
needed if significant demolition or 
removal of any portion of the Mill 
complex is not anticipated 

- - Additional Recommendations: 
 
We recommend an annotated photo 
documentation of the entire Mill 
complex and its historic contents.  
This would provide the Village with 
an archival record of the Mill 
complex prior to any rehabilitation 
project.  
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EXHIBIT B 

 

 

FINDINGS FROM WORKSHOPS 



PRESERVATION STUDIOS LLC

DATA FROM WILLIAMSVILLE WATERMILL WORKSHOPS - JANUARY 24, 2009

Commercial, Retail and Housing Workshop Results

Use Responses Avg Rank

Weighted 

Avg Rank

1. Food - Sales:

a. Grocery cooperative 29 4.00 116.00

b. Butcher 12 2.50 30.00

c. Bakery/bake shop 12 2.92 35.00

2. Food - Services:

a. Restaurant 30 3.40 102.00

b. Ice cream shop 10 3.70 37.00

c. Café 10 4.00 40.00

d. Micro-brewery/cider pub 11 3.75 41.25

3. Lodging:

a. Bed & breakfast 31 3.23 100.00

b. Boutique hotel 10 3.40 34.00

c. Hostel 21 3.05 64.00

4. Office: 20 2.55 51.00

5. Retail:

a. Retail cooperative 14 4.36 61.00

b. Art gallery/store 19 3.26 62.00

c. Farmer's market 30 3.93 118.00

d. Feed store/general store 21 2.76 58.00

e. Gift shop 9 3.22 29.00

f. Book store 21 3.81 80.00

g. Mercantile 7 3.71 26.00

h. Movie house 9 3.11 28.00

6. Housing:

a. Artist live/work space 8 3.38 27.00

b. Graduate student housing 11 2.18 24.00

c. Single family homes 11 2.55 28.00

d. Condos 12 1.83 22.00



7. Other Uses:

a. Wellness center (including spa) 12 2.33 28.00

b.  Spa 19 2.21 42.00

c. Mixed-use district 24 3.46 83.00

d. Observation tower 9 1.78 16.00

e. Power generation facility 12 3.00 36.00

f. Community theater 11 3.27 36.00

g. Grain production/storage 5 4.20 21.00

h.  Rental hall 2 5.00 10.00



PRESERVATION STUDIOS LLC

DATA FROM WILLIAMSVILLE WATERMILL WORKSHOPS - JANUARY 24, 2009

Government and Public/Community Workshop Results

Use Responses Avg Rank

Weighted 

Avg Rank

1.  Municipal Operations

a.  Village Hall 21 2.71 57.00

b.  Parks Service Center 12 3.25 39.00

c.  Federal/State/Village Offices 8 3.38 27.00

d.  Post Office 13 2.77 36.00

2.  Library

a.  Relocate Library 29 3.00 87.00

b.  Library Historic Archive Center 10 4.20 42.00

3. Tourism/History

a. Village Square/Desitnation 8 3.88 31.00

b.  Learning Center/Educational 6 4.00 24.00

d.  Nature Center 4 4.50 18.00

e.  Historical Society/Mill Re-inactment 28 3.79 106.00

f.  Transportation Heritage 5 3.00 15.00

g.  Mill as part of Park 2 5.00 10.00

h.  Visitor Center 6 4.83 29.00

i.  Niagara Heritage Trail 8 3.75 30.00

j.  Early Industrial Heritage Center 12 3.67 44.00

j.  Steam Engine Display 7 3.00 21.00

k.  War of 1812 Interpretive Center 8 4.25 34.00

4. Community Social Use  

a.  Community Center 7 3.29 23.00

b.  Senior Center 1 4.00 4.00

c.  VFW 1 3.00 3.00



PRESERVATION STUDIOS LLC

DATA FROM WILLIAMSVILLE WATERMILL WORKSHOPS - JANUARY 24, 2009

Cultural, Entertainment and Recreation Workshop Results

Use Responses Avg Rank

Weighted 

Avg Rank

1. Museum 41 3.83 157.00

2. Science/Tech Center 11 3.64 40.00

3. Event and meeting center 34 3.03 103.00

4. Nature center/preserve 32 3.44 110.00

5. Park/overlook/gateway 32 4.25 136.00

6. Concert venue 32 3.09 99.00

7. Welcome center 10 3.10 31.00

8. Cultural resource center 10 3.00 30.00

9. Educational interpretive center 13 3.38 44.00

10. Senior center 11 1.36 15.00

11. Seasonal/holiday venue 10 3.50 35.00

12. Native Amercian memorial 11 2.36 26.00

13. Yoga studio 10 2.10 21.00

14. Winter outdoor sports rental 12 3.25 39.00

15. Exercise facility 10 2.10 21.00
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EXHIBIT C 

 

 

MILL MAP 
 



 


