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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Merrill City Hall is constructed of red brick with a cream brick foundation.
Rusticated lintels and stringcourses are compodsed of tan sandstone quarried south-
east of Wausau. A hipped roof covers the two-and-one-half-story structure with
squat, square towers at the rear (west) corners, and two squat round towers with
conical roofs on the northeast. A tall octagonal brick tower at the southeast
corner is crowned by a frame turret, decorated with elaborate Moorish arches
which were originally open. The flat, clapboarded portion of the tower was meant
to contain the faces of a tower clock which was never installed. Entrances on
the east, north, and south facades were originally marked with large round-arched
openings and were unsympathetically altered with enclosed porches in the 1950's
or 1960's. Above the front entrance is a curved balcony which served as a podium
for speeches and announcements.

The interior was heavily altered during the 1950's-'60's remodeling campaign.

Wall paneling, partitions, dropped ceilings and cement staircases were added.

The council chambers on the third floor and the jail in the basement have re-

mained relatively intact, as have some hardwood flooring, doors, and decorative
knobs and hinges. A bandstand stood in the triangular patch of grass in front
of the city hall, but was replaced at an unknown date by a cannon.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Built on the logging frontier of Wisconsin for the newly-formed city of Merrill,

the Merrill City Hall was a nexus of community life from the time of its construction
in 1888-1889 to the opening of the new city hall on the outskirts of town in
December 1977. The pioneer settlers who had recently carved their community out of
forested wilderness chose to build an unusually imposing and monumental structure

to symbolize their civic pride. Situated in the heart of Merrill's oldest commercial
district, the City Hall towers over its neighboring buildings and is the focal point
of one of the city's main streets (STH 64).

History

All phases of city government as well as a variety of community services were
carried on at the city hall. 1In 1889, the fifteenth library’in the state was
established through a $10,000 gift from the estate of Thomas B. Scott. Scott,

a northwoods lumberman, was a state senator from 1373 to 1882 and the first mayor of
the city of Merrill. The library opened in the city hall in March 1891, one of the
first three libraries established in northern Wisconsin. To meet the needs of
immigrant loggers, the library formed one of Wisconsin's first traveling libraries in
1898. The library sent books to small towns and lumber camps throughout the county.
In 1905 the first English language classes for foreigners run by a library in Wis-
consin were held at the city hall. The library moved to a separate Carnegie-~funded
building in 1911.

The City Nurse Service also began in the City Hall., Miss Theta Mead, the county
nurse who had gained much respect both locally and regionally for her pioneering
efforts in establishing the county-wide visiting nurse service, instituted the
city service, shaping it to include health education and home nursing.3 This
program served as a model for others in the Midwest.

The Merrill City Band, which has given Wednesday night concerts in the park for over
fifty years, met and practiced in the Council Chambers from 1915 to 1977. They
gave their first concerts from the now-demolished gazebo on the east lawn of the
City Hall.

In addition to these and other activities associated with city government, the
building housed the police station and city jail, the first Boy Scout and Girl
Scout council offices, the World War I and II Services agencies, the Gold Star
Mothers, the Red Cross, the Merrill Benevolent Society, the Golder-Agers Drop-In
Center, the Humane Society, the City Water Utility, the Merrill Youth Council,
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the Chamber of Commerce, and many other social and humanitarian agencies
throughout the years.

Activities in the City Hall have helped to shape the lives of many citizens in
Merrill. Among the more notable were William P, Evjue, publisher of the Madison
Capital Times, who began his career as a cub reporter covering Common Council

and police activities in the Ctiy Hall. Clifford ("'Tiny") Krueger, State

Senator, began his political career as the Fifth Ward alderman. Hans von Kaltenborn
(1878-1965), nationally-known journalist and broadcaster, lived across the street
from the City Hall and visited the T, B. Scott Library frequently as a youth.

Later he spent many hours in the City Hall as city editor of the Lincoln County
Advocate. :

Now vacant, the City Hall faces an uncertain future. Although the building
is still a symbol of civic pride to the people of Merrill, financial exigency
prohibits the city from providing more than minimum maintenance. It is hoped
that the benefits of National Register designation may encourage a private
owner to acquire and restore the structure.

1. Minutes of the Merrill city council meetings, 1887-1889; Lincoln County
Advocate, July 28, 1888, and November 17, 1888.

2, Minutes of the Merrill city council meeting, July 9, 1888.

3. Signe S. Cooper, Wisconsin Nursing Pioneers, p. 17.

4. Kaltenborn's home was demolished five years ago to make way for a parking
lot. His appreciation for the library was made evident by two large
donations to the library fund and by a letter written to the library,
stating, "I owe to your library so many hours of pleasure and profit..."
(June 12, 1930).
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