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Remarkably, the Union High School has received few alterations over the years. The 
Badger State Banner of August 20, 1870 stated: "The schoolhouse is to be three stories 
high not including the basement and to be built of brick, with a stone foundation, and 
surmounted with a Mansard roof. It will be 42 feet high above the basement, and 80 
by 65."1 The same paper in December, 1871, said: "A neat tower projects out from 
the main walls and rises about thirty feet above the main building, with Mansard roof 
in which there is a bell room, clock room and dials. There are also eight air flues 
projecting out two and one half feet from the walls, and rising above the roof like 
turrets, and two large chimneys in the center, corresponding with the air flues, giving 
it an attractive and stately appearance." Frear stone window sills and arches enliven 
the brick facade.

The interior, according to these articles, had a basement divided into two playrooms, a 
furnace room, wood rooms, alleys, air chambers, etc. The first and second floors con 
tained four rooms, 25' x 30', and a 13 f wide central hall. The third floor had two 
similarly sized rooms, a 30 f x 58 f assembly room, a 13' x 13 f library at one end of the 
long central hall and a janitor's room of the same size at the other end. The interior 
configuration has remained the same.

The exterior, however, has received a few alterations. The original fire escapes on the 
north and south sides were replaced in the 1930's with fire escapes of a very similar 
but more modern type. The clock in the tower is no longer extant. The outside wooden 
steps were replaced with concrete steps and metal pipe railings in 1902. Later the 
concrete steps on the back facade were removed and replaced by a ground level entrance.

Newer doorways and split level landings inside each door have been added to both the 
front and back facades.

Y. "New Union High School," Badger State Banner, Black River Falls, August 20, 1870.

2. J. K. Hoffmann, "The Union High School, Black River Falls," Badger State Banner, 
Black River Falls, December 16, 1871.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Union High School is no doubt one of the finest examples of Victorian schoolhouses 
remaining in the state of Wisconsin. Very few schoolhouses in towns the size of Black 
River Falls were of such stately design. Much fewer are extant. Crowning the summit 
of Price Hill, the schoolhouse is also a local landmark, dominating the skyline from 
all directions and overlooking the business district of the city.

Construction of the Union High School began in the summer of 1870.^ It was planned 
for a capacity of 650 scholars. The Badger State Banner of Black River Falls declared 
"it will be the best schoolhouse in northwestern Wisconsin."^ William H. J. Nichols 
of La Crosse was the designer.3 Nichols was a prominent early La Crosse architect, 
beginning his practice in 1857 and designing many important buildings in the city before 
he moved to Denver in 1872. William Van Hoosear supervised the construction, and the 
contract was let to Dudley J. Spaulding. He made the bricks for the building in his 
yard at the west end of Van Buren Street in Black River Falls. Mr. Spaulding was paid 
$20,000 for his work, although the final cost came to between $30,000 and $35,000. The 
county superintendent of schools praised Spaulding who had "spared no means to build 
the house according to plans and specifications, although costing hundreds of dollars 
more than the contract price."^ After visiting the school on opening day the super 
intendent said, "It was pleasant to pass from room to room, and to see children numbering 
nearly three hundred, rich and poor alike so comfortably provided with everything that 
modern improvement has brought about, regardless of expense, showing the wisdom of the 
people and although the sum expended has been enormous, all the remuneration asked or 
expected is the education of their children."-5

An outside privy was in use until 1902. The building became a grade school in 1897 when 
a new high school was built beside it (this building has been much altered, is completely 
detached from the older schoolhouse, and is therefore not included in the nomination).

Although it is still in use as an elementary school, a recent study by the school board 
declared the old Union High School building to be obsolete for school use. The school 
board and the Jackson County Historical Society desire to save the building, but its 
future ownership and maintenance are uncertain at this time.

1. "New Union High School."
2. Ibid.
3. Hoffmann.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
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