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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OR!IGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The old Tacoma City Hall is a five story masonry structure with a
prominent tower on the southeast corner which rises to a height of ten
stories. There is a suggestion of a second tower on the northeast
corner but it extends not much beyond the corner height of the main
structure and has a hipped roof as does the predominant tower. Both
are copper sheathed and have acquired a vedigris.

Although built with masonry bearing walls, the building has many
windows. Windows are rectangular and of equal size on the second and
third stories. The fifth story windows are much smaller and narrower
although of the same proportions. The fourth story windows are fully
arched.

The original plan called for foundations of rusticated stone but
this was replaced by local Wilkeson stone, probably for reasons of
economy. Wilkeson sandstone is a light warm gray stone of exceptional
durability. The foundations walls are eight feet thick at the base
and taper to six feet at street level. The walls themselves are of
common red brick faced with yellow Roman brick. The origin of the
facing brick is a matter of some conjecture. Some feel it came as
ballast from China or Belgium. Others say it was imported from Italy.
Although visually appearing as part of a single structure the square
tower is actually a freestanding masonry mass. There is a clock on
each face.

The building is a trapezoid in plan and strongly reflects the
Italian Villa style. Small round windows appear below the corner
line; three large round windows occur below the corner on the tower.
Heavy brackets are installed above the corner and separate narrow
rectangular windows on the tower body. A group of three arched
windows are situated on each side near the top and a row of small round
windows circles the tower between the arched windows and the eave line.
Terra cotta decorations embellish the tower and areas of the entablature.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Tacoma was first and foremost a railroad town, the western
terminus of the Northern Pacific Railroad. Although surrounded by
forests, an unusually large humber of the city's civic and economic
leaders in the 1880's and 90's were educated in the east or middle
west. Attracted by the potential of financial success, they came
to the city with pre-established tastes in business and culture and
the 0l1d City Hall is an example of those tastes.

The building was designed by the San Francisco firm, Hatherton
and McIntosh. Hatherton was the official architect for San Francisco
and had designed that municipality's city hall. The old Tacoma
City Hall was completed April 23, 1893 at a cost of $257,965 and
was used by the city until 1957.

The upper floors of the tower house a magnificent clock and a
set of four bells. The clock is reputed to be one of the finest in
the world, and the bells were cast by the McShane Bell Foundry in
Baltimore, the same company which, over 100 years earlier, cast
the Liberty Bell. The bells consist of 8,000 pounds of silver
bell metal, a metal made expecially to resonate. Hugh Wallace
of Tacoma, ambassador to France during WW1l, gave the bells and chimes
for the clock in memory of his daughter on Christmas Day, 1204.

The pendulum of the clock, twelve feet in length, is suspended on
a single wire, forty feet in length. The mechanism of the clock
is run by gravity and the motors are wound electrically. In the
early years of the clock's history, a man had to wind a different
part of the mechanism every four hours by hand.

The structure is representative of the ebullience of spirit
that characterized the city of Tacoma in the late 19th century;
it "...seems to combine a romantic feeling for the spirit of
fifteenth century Florence with the mercantile spirit of
nineteenth century America."
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