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Built in 1882-1883, Milwaukee's Turner Hall is a High Victorian building designed 
by Milwaukee architect Henry C. Koch. It is characterized by asymmetrical massing 
of forms, arched windows, and polychromy. The pavilioned, gabled-bays of the 
facade are Victorian Gothic. This three-story Milwaukee cream brick building has 
a raised stone basement, a mansard roof, and a fourth-story tower with a pyramidal 
roof and hipped dormers. Whereas first and third story windows of the facade are 
round-arched, those of the second have rectangular openings and are 1/1 double 
hung sash with transoms. Above the entryway in the central pavilion, a bay of 
three tall, narrow windows imparts overall unity to the second and third floors. 
The facade is distinguished by red brick banding; arched openings are similarly 
enframed, and the gable ends display geometric patterning in red brick.

Flat planes and segmentally arched fenestration characterize the side elevations. 
A two-story a4dition constructed on the north side in 1899 is similar in style. 
The roof, severely damaged by fire, had to be replaced in 1934. The front 
entrance was remodeled in 1958, at which time, unfortunately, the original round- 
arched opening was replaced with a modern random ashlar limestone structure with 
a square opening. At the same time the original sash windows of the first floor 
of the facade were replaced by glass blocks. Several of the side windows have 
been walled in with brick, and all basement windows are now boarded shut. As a 
whole, however, the original exterior has not been seriously altered and would 
lend itself well to restoration. The Milwaukee Turner Society, wishing to 
preserve its landmark building, plans a faithful restoration of the exterior 
and is actively seeking funds for that purpose.

1. Hebenstreit-Luce to Smith, January 12, 1976
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Architecturally, Turner Hall is significant a.s a good example of the eajrly work of the 
prominent 19th century Milwaukee architect, Henry C. Koch, whose mos,t magnificent struc 
ture, the Milwaukee City Hall, a Milwaukee Landmark and also a National Register property, 
was built a decade later. When the new Turner Hall opened formally on January 21, 1883, 
local newspapers described it as the "finest in the country."

"The first Turner societies in the United States were organized toward the close of the 
year 1848." A small group started in Milwaukee in March 1850 but dissolved early in 
1853. Another group organized and first met on June 17, 1853, however. It was first 
called the Sozialer Turnyereiri Milwaukee but was soon changed to simply Turnverein 
Milwaukee or Milwaukee Turner Society, the name which still applies. Along with the Free 
Congregation (Freie Gemelnde) and the Society of Free Men (Vereiri Freier Manner), the 
Turner Society was one of three major organizations in Milwaukee which, originally drew 
their strength from exiles of the German revolution and "revealed the enthusiasm of the 
Forty-eigjhters for liberal social thought and identified them with the transcendental 
trends already active in American society in the Middle Period."V The Turners 1 creed 
was and still is liberty, reason, and tolerance: "Free speech, free press, free assembly 
for discussion of all questions so that men and women may think unfettered and order 
their lives by the dictates of conscience."5

"Not to physical training and development alone did the Turners devote their energy their 
enthusiasm and their idealism. They recognized the value of music and poetry, oflitera 
ture and the drama. Each society had a singing organization, a dramatic section. In the 
old days of greater simplicity but also of greater personal dignity,...they created for 
themselves the joy and the exaltation which art and music and literature afford the sons

The Turners were against slavery, considering it "unworthy of a republic and not in accord 
with the rinciples of freedom."7 In keeping with these xprlnclpLS, ^ m^ukS

°rgafZ6d a^attallon of sharpshooters, and their forty members,.. .augmented to 
Turner eT"^ °^ WiSC°nSin «°cieties.. f Joined the 5th Wisconsin as Company C, 
1*IT t ?\ Needless to say, their regular, disciplined gymnastic training made 
them quick to become an effective fighting unit.

Both as an organization and as individuals, tke Turners have contributed much to Milwaukee 
throughout their existence. Although it is now a predominantly social or^anization the 
Turner Society has given the city a rich tradition in political, cultural! social and 
educational affairs Not only is Turner Hall an official Milwaukee Landmark?!* is also
the last survivor of the several buildings erectedin Milwaukee for the Turnverein. 

Here Turners ar-h-nr-ft--foo o«««--,'~.,~ *-~ ^T__ _„___._.. ti9 •L "i .ltvcJ- c:..J-u »Here Turners activities continue to the present,,.

1.
2.

Evening Wisconsin, January 22, 1883 
Metzner, p. 7
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