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SUMMARY

The North Main Street Historic District is located in Oshkosh,
Wisconsin. It encompasses portions of nine blocks in Oshkosh's
principal downtown commercial district, and includes those
properties facing North Main Street beginning just south of Algoma
Boulevard and running north to just north of Parkway Avenue.
Several commercial and civic structures immediately west of North
Main Street have also been included. The North Main Street
Historic District is an intact and visually distinct grouping of
late nineteenth and early twentieth century commercial buildings
immediately recognizable as a downtown. The district also has a
high concentration of architect-designed high-style and eclectic
Italianate and Queen Anne commercial buildings. Many were the work
of Oshkosh master architect William Waters. The district consists
primarily of one- and two-story masonry commercial buildings
erected between 1874 and 1931. Of the 73 resources in the
district, 63 are contributing and 10 are noncontributing.

SETTING

The North Main Street Historic District is that part of the
principal commercial area in downtown Oshkosh that retains its
historic character. Main Street runs north-south, crossing the Fox
River three-and-one-half blocks south of the district.
Historically, these blocks south of the district were integral to
downtown Oshkosh, with a concentration of contiguous two-story
masonry commercial buildings, many of them Italianate in style and
built following the 1874 and 1875 fires that devastated the
business district. Beginning about 1950, many structures in these
blocks were demolished and replaced with modern buildings. North
of the district, North Main Street is commercial. At one time,
there were one-story late nineteenth and early twentieth century
residences here. These have been replaced with modern commercial

buildings and large parking lots. The areas east and west of the
district are residential.
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PRESENT APPEARANCE

The North Main Street Historic District includes 62 contributing
buildings, 10 noncontributing buildings, and one contributing
object (Soldiers' Monument) on portions of nine blocks. These
blocks were all platted before 1858.!

The district is primarily made up of contiguous late nineteenth
century two-story brick structures, facing North Main Street and
forming a continuous commercial street scape. One-story early
twentieth century commercial structures intermix toward the north
end of the district. Two-thirds of the 62 contributing buildings
were built prior to 1890.° In fact, 27 of the contributing
buildings (44 percent of the total) were built between 1874 and
1876, in the aftermath of the 1874 and 1875 fires which ravaged
much of the downtown. Thirteen (21 percent) were built between
1877 and 1889. Fourteen (22 percent) were built between 1890 and
1915. Soldiers' Monument, the one object in the district, was also
built during this period (1907). Eight (13 percent) were built
between 1921 and 1931.

The typical contributing commercial structure in the North Main
Street Historic District is two-stories-tall, of load-bearing brick
with a stone basement, and has a flat or shed asphalt roof with a
parapet. The influences of the Italianate and Queen Anne styles
predominate. Of the 62 contributing buildings in the district, 22
are Italianate or Italianate-influenced structures, and two combine
Italianate with features of the Gothic Revival style. Sixteen are
Queen Anne or Queen Anne-influenced. There are also two examples
of Neo-Gothic Revival, one of Richardsonian Romanesque, three of
Neo-Classical Revival and one of Art Moderne. The remaining 15 are
vernacular buildings. Of these, one is a False-front, and seven

1

, (Pittsburgh
George Harrison, 1858).

*Sources for the dates of construction include maps, tax
rolls, city directories and newspaper articles. These are listed
in the bibliography.
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are Modern Broadfront structures. At least 10 of the contributing
buildings in the district, and very likely several more, were
designed by Oshkosh architect William Waters. Two other local
architects are known to have designed at least one building each in
the district: Ephraim E. Stevens and T. Dudley Allen. Milwaukee
architect H. C. Koch designed one building. The firm of Hoggson
Brothers, with offices in Chicago and New York City, also designed
one building. The North Main Street Historic District retains a
high degree of historic integrity in setting, materials, feeling,
association and design, as evidenced by the fact that 86 percent of
the structures in the district are contributing.

The oldest buildings in the district are Italianate. There are 22
Italianate or Italianate-influenced structures in the district. On
North Main Street, nearly all of the Italianate and Italianate-
influenced structures were built immediately following the
devastating fires of 1874 and 1875. Many were designed by William
Waters. The building at 414 North Main Street (1875, photo 1) is
a good example of one of Waters' simpler designs from this period.
This structure originally consisted of three storefronts. The
southern two were lost when the Osco Drug Store was built on part
of the original site in 1962 (at 408 North Main Street,
noncontributing). The building at 414 North Main retains round-
arched second story windows with enriched hoods and pronounced
keystones, and a frieze of decorative brickwork alternating
recessed panels and Greek crosses. Recessed crosses at frieze or
cornice level, or between stories, can be found on several other
buildings in the district. Most of these buildings are known to
have been designed by Waters. This may have been a characteristic
of his early commercial work. The Beckwith House Hotel at 401-07
North Main Street (photo 2), designed by Waters in 1876,
incorporates a band of recessed crosses at the cornice. It is
uncertain whether this reproduces a detail that was originally at
the cornice, or between floors. The Beckwith House Hotel was built
as a four-story building, but the upper floors were destroyed by
fire in 1880. The owner, Samuel Beckwith, was unable to finance
rebuilding the entire structure, but did restore the first two
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floors.’ The Beckwith House Hotel also features round- and
segmental -arched second story windows with ornate metal shouldered
hood moldings. The cream brick building at 435 North Main Street
(1874, photo 3) provides yet another example of the use of this
motif, with a band of recessed red brick crosses between the second
and third floors and at the cornice. 1In addition, the segmental-

arched upper floor windows feature cream and red brick hood
moldings with a pronounced keystone.

Another design by Waters, and one of the most elaborate buildings
in the district, is the First Methodist Church at 502 North Main
Street (NRHP, photo 4). It was built as Wagner's Opera House in
1874-75, a use it never served. The Methodists purchased the
building in 1875 and converted the interior into a church, while
leaving the exterior as it had been designed. A major remodeling
in 1924-25 re-styled it as a Neo-Classical Revival building by
altering the storefront, creating the tall round-arched windows on
the south facade and removing the original bracketed cornice and
tower with Mansard roof. However, many of the original Italianate
details have been retained. These include brick pilasters,
limestone belt courses and round- and segmental-arched windows with
brick hood moldings and pronounced keystones.*

The Battis Building at 106 High Avenue (1875, photo 5, on the
left), a fine local example of the Italianate style, was restored
to its historic appearance in 1982-83. The building features a
cast 1iron storefront, tall basket-handle-arched second story
windows with enriched metal hood moldings, brick corbelled cornice
and a semi-circular pediment. The Wakeman Meat Market at 436 North
Main Street was designed by Oshkosh architect T. Dudley Allen in
1875. It has segmental-arched second story windows with enriched
shouldered hood moldings. It presents quite a different appearance
from Waters' work, with its bull's-eye windows and bracketed

’Intensive survey form, on file in the Wisconsin State
Historic Preservation Office (hereafter, WSHPO) .

'Elizabeth L. Miller, National Register Nomination for the
First Methodist Church, 1993.
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cornice. Other good examples of the Italianate style in the.
district include the Wolcott Block at 325 North Main Street (1875,
photo 6, far right, probably designed by Waters); 441 North Main
Street (1875) and 438-40 North Main Street (187S).

Although there are no fully developed examples of nineteenth
century Gothic Revival surviving in the district, there are two
Structures that combine Italianate and Gothic Revival elements.
The building at 101 Algoma Boulevard (Waters, 1875, photo 7)
combines Italianate windows and hood moldings, and pilasters, with
a shouldered triangular pediment, trefoil arch tracery and
keystones embellished with Latin crosses. The other hybrid is the
cream brick Rudd and Holden Block at 465 North Main Street (1874,
photo 8). Above the storefront, there are pointed-arched second
story windows with continuous red and cream brick hood moldings.
Polychromy is the signature feature of a variant of Gothic Revival
known as High Victorian Gothic. Built between 1865 and 1900, High
Victorian Gothic is rare in Wisconsin.® The Rudd and Holden Block
also has a shouldered triangular pediment. The Italianate
influence is shown in the brick corbelling, the band of recessed
Greek crosses at the cornice, and the segmental-arched second story
windows on the Merritt Avenue facade. William Waters is known to
have designed many of the commercial buildings erected on North
Main Street immediately following the 1874 and 1875 fires,® and
details such as the band of recessed crosses suggest Waters may
have designed the Rudd and Holden Block.

There are also two examples of Neg-Gothic Revival in the district.
The facade on the building at 323 North Main Street, originally a
part of the Wolcott Block (1875, photo 6, center), was remodeled in
1926 with glazed terra cotta trefoil tracery, quatrefoils, and

‘Barbara Wyatt, editor, i
Wisconsin, (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1986),
IT:2-10.

‘Howard, Needles, Tammen and Bergendoff, (hereafter, HNTB),

of Oghkogh, Wisconsin, September, 1981, p. 153.
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Jacobean shields. The vertical emphasis characteristic of Gothic
also lent itself to tall buildings. Here again, its use was mostly
in applied terra cotta decoration. The Raulf Hotel at 522-30 North
Main Street (1927-28), is a brick-veneered high-rise with glazed
terra cotta arcading, tracery, pinnacles and spires, crenellated

parapet, shields, and tiles with a floral motif reminiscent of the
Tudor rose.

Queen Anne is one of the predominant styles in the district,
showing influence in 16 examples. The Webster Block at 501-09
North Main Street (photo 9) is a fine example. Designed by Oshkosh
architect Ephraim E. Stevens in 1895, the Webster Block is of cream
brick, trimmed with rock-faced stone and enriched with decorative
brickwork. It is a corner block, with a round turret above the
canted corner entrance, and polygonal bays on both the North Main
Street and Merritt Avenue facades. As late as the 1950s, the
corner tower retained its conical roof. The Dimpsey Building at
579-81 North Main Street (1895) is smaller but quite similar to the
Webster Block, with its corner turret and canted entrance,
polygonal bays and ornamental brickwork. The building at 541 North
Main Street (1891) is a good mid-block example of the Queen Anne
style, with a central polygonal second-story bay and decorative
brickwork. Interestingly, none of these buildings has a pressed
metal cornice. Rather, all three have brick cornices, as is

commonly seen on many of the Italianate commercial buildings on
North Main Street.

Virginia and Lee McAlester identify a "Patterned Masonry" subtype
of Queen Anne style houses that can include false gables (sometimes
shaped and parapeted), decorative terra cotta or stone panels, and
masonry in basket weave or lattice patterns. These buildings
usually do not have towers or turrets.’ There are three fairly
simple commercial examples of this subtype in the North Main Street
district. The Grand Opera House at 100 High Avenue (NRHP, photo
S5), designed by William Waters in 1883, is an excellent eclectic

'Virginia McAlester and Lee McAlester, A_Field Guide to

American Houses, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), pp. 264-66 and
284-87.
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example of Patterned Masonry Queen Anne. The Opera House is a
cream brick structure on a coursed rock-faced stone foundation and
features a gabled shouldered parapet inset with brick and stone in
a lattice pattern, and a patterned brick chimney. It is accented
with dark rock-faced stone belt courses and decorative patterns,
and keystones, impost blocks and a name panel of smooth white
stone. The segmental-arched openings may be an Italianate
influence. The arcaded corbel table uses the miter arch. The
miter arch was an element of early Greek, Celtic and Norman
design.  The miter arch was also sometimes employed for window
openings and surrounds in vernacular buildings of the 1late
nineteenth century, perhaps as a simplification of the Gothic
Revival pointed arch. It seems unlikely that Waters, with his
education and talent, was influenced by the vernacular use of the
miter arch. Waters used the miter arch arcaded corbel table on
several other buildings as well. The Grand Opera House was
restored to its original appearance in 1982-83.

The Schmidt Store, across the street from the Grand Opera House at
101 High Avenue, was also designed by William Waters (1884).
Though more modest than the Opera House, it echoes that building
with its cream brick construction, pale smooth stone imposts and
lintels, round-arched second-story windows, and its miter-arch
arcaded corbel table. The storefront and the cornice are somewhat
altered, however. The Dichman Block at 432-34 North Main Street
(1884, Waters) also features miter-arch arcaded corbelling. This
two-story red brick building is accented with belt courses of
contrasting brick, continuous lintels and sills of white stone, and
a band of terra cotta ornament in a floral motif.

There are also three ornate commercial examples of Patterned
Masonry Queen Anne in the district. Perhaps the finest of these is
the Thielen-Derksen-Weidner Building at 416-20 North Main Street
(photo 10), designed by Waters in 1884. The complex facade of this
two-story red brick building features false gables and a flat
pediment, each with a blind segmental arch infilled with brick in

‘Henry H. Saylor, Dictionary of Architecture, (New York: John
Wiley and Sons, 1952), p. 114.
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a checkerboard pattern; and belt courses, sills, incised lintels,
keystones, copings and carved blocks of smooth white stone. The
storefront at 420, with its leaded glass transom, appears fairly
intact. Another excellent and eclectic example of this subtype is
the Hoernig Meat Market at 422-24 North Main Street (photo 11).
Also designed by Waters and built in 1884, this two-story red brick
building is trimmed with white stone and retains the cast iron
elements of its original storefront, including slender fluted
posts. The upper part of the front facade is reminiscent of the
work of Frank Furness, a leading practitioner of Victorian
eclecticism, with projecting pilasters appearing to hold in place
heavy ornamental masonry. Here, there are segmental arches
infilled with basket weave brickwork, contrasting brick belt
courses, a band of richly decorated terra cotta panels and three-
dimensional lattice patterns composed of recessed squares of brick.
The Oddfellows Hall at 103-05 Algoma Boulevard (1884, photo 12) is
another elaborate example of Patterned Masonry Queen Anne. It was
designed by Milwaukee architect Henry C. Koch. The facade is
veneered with glazed red brick, divided by projecting brick
pilasters and ornamented with red glazed terra cotta panels. A
monumental terra cotta panel, set off-center at the second story,
reads: "I.O0.0.F. 1884," and depicts various Oddfellows symbols. At
the top of this building are two shaped parapeted false gables and
a mansard roof clad with multicolored slate.

There is one Richardsonian Romanesque Revival style building in the
district. The Algoma Building at 110 Algoma Boulevard (photo 13),
designed by William Waters in 1890, is an excellent example of
Richardsonian Romanesque. It is a two-story monochromatic coursed
rock-faced ashlar building on a raised basement with stone belt

courses, deep-set rectangular windows and a broad round-arched main
entrance.

There are three Neo-Classical Revival commercial buildings in the
district. The Wenrich Marble Works at 566 North Main Street (photo
14) is an unusual example of pre-World War I creative Neo-Classical
Revival. Built in 1903, the Wenrich Building has coursed smooth
ashlar veneer and features a wide semi-circular arch enriched with
a bead-and-reel molding. The elongated keystone supports a
cornice, above which is a stone panel reading: "Wenrich." This is
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surmounted by a stepped parapet. The arch, unfortunately filled
with concrete panels, is flanked on either side by a pair . of Ionic
columns with an entablature.

A fine and intact post-World War I example of Neo-Classical Revival
is the First National Bank at 404 North Main Street (photo 15).
Designed by the Hoggson Brothers, a firm with offices in New York
and Chicago, the Bank was built in 1926-27. It is of steel,
reinforced concrete, and structural clay tile construction with
smooth coursed ashlar veneer. A six-story tower rises from the
center of the two-story main block. The main block is articulated
by a series of two-story pilasters, a frieze enriched with disks,
and dentils and a cornice, surmounted by a paneled stone parapet.
The entrance is at the base of the tower, and is composed of double
doors (not original) in a richly decorated surround. There is a
hood with a broken pediment above the doors. The whole is set
within a round-arched opening and flanked on either side by a tall
round-arched window. On the tower, there is a decorative panel
beneath each eighth story window. Above the windows is a frieze
with medallions, surmounted by dentils, a cornice, and a paneled
parapet. The third Neo-Classical Revival building in the district
is the First Methodist Church, discussed above.

There is one modest example of the Art Moderne style in the North
Main Street Historic District. The building at 445 North Main
Street (photo 16), originally constructed in 1874, was remodeled in
1938 for the Rex Theater. Art Moderne features of the building
include the rounded chrome and porcelain-enamel-paneled ticket
booth and entrance doors flanked by curving porcelain-enamel-
paneled walls, as well as the second-story corner pilasters and
parapet with reverse scallop profile.

There are 15 vernacular buildings in the North Main Street Historic
District. One notable nineteenth century vernacular building is
the False-front at 12 Church Avenue. Prior to 1860, there were many
False-fronts on North Main Street.’ The building at 12 Church
Avenue is one of the few remaining False-fronts in the district.

Drawing, North Main Street file, Oshkosh Public Museum.
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Built in 1883, it is not a very early example. It has a recessed
central entrance, with display windows on either side, and a plain
cornice.

There are seven examples of Modern Broadfront buildings in the
district. The Foute-Slate Auto Company at 563 North Main Street
(1921, photo 17) is a one-story structure with a double-width
storefront and a shaped parapet. The front is clad with brick in
varying shades of orange and brown. The attic story windows with
battered jambs suggest Craftsman influence, while the wide belt
course and coping, as well as the geometric column elaboration and
capitals, appear to have been drawn from the Prairie School style.

There are three other interesting Modern Broadfronts in the North
Main Street Historic District. All three are one-story structures
with double-width storefronts and stepped parapets. The facade of
the Gibson Auto Exchange at 570 North Main Street (1921) has a
four-column front veneered with orange brick. Above the
storefront, the brick is inset with concrete or stucco in a
geometric pattern, and the columns are enriched with angular

Prairie-School-influenced ornamentation. The Hathaway Buick
Company at 609 North Main Street (1922, photo 18) has a four-column
front of glazed cream brick with classical ornamentation. The

Gibson Tire Company at 537 North Main Street (1925) is veneered
with glazed terra cotta and enriched with classical ornamentation
including urns, egg-and-dart and bead-and-reel moldings, volutes
and a cartouche.

Soldiers' Monument, located on the northeast corner of Market
Street and High Avenue, is the one contributing object in the
district. Created by Italian sculptor Gaetano Trentanove, this
Civil War memorial was the first of 11 bronze statues or busts
presented to the city by Colonel E. R. Hicks, proprietor of the

i . Hicks' father was killed in battle
while serving in the 32nd Wisconsin infantry.'° The bronze

YJames I. Metz, editor, iri i .

Prairies, Pines and People: Winnebago
County, A New Perspective, (Oshkosh: Oshkosh Northwestern Company,
1976), p. 390.
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sculpture of three Civil War soldiers in action is set on a
classically-profiled stone pedestal.

ALTERATIONS

Many of the contributing structures in the North Main Street
Historic District have "modernized" storefronts, postdating World
War II. 1In some cases, elements of the original storefront remain,
but have been infilled with wood or masonry to reduce window and
door openings. In other cases, nothing of the original storefront
remains. There are also examples where alterations have been
limited to replacement windows and doors. These alterations are
typical of downtown commercial districts and do not compromise the
integrity of North Main Street.

NONCONTRIBUTING RESOURCES

There are ten noncontributing resources in the North Main Street
Historic District. Seven of the ten were built after 1946. These
buildings are interspersed throughout the district, minimizing
their impact. Nearly all are one-story flat-roofed buildings with
parapets. The Osco Drug Store at 408 North Main Street (photo 19,
now two separate businesses), built in 1962, is typical of these.
There are also three older buildings that have become
noncontributing. The structure at 542 North Main Street is a
False-front, built about 1875. The front has been stuccoed. The
building at 571 North Main Street was built in 1922; the front has
been altered. The facade of the Mayer Building at 421 North Main
Street (1875) has also been altered. The noncontributing
structures in the North Main Street Historic District do not
detract from the sense of time and place conveyed overall by the 63
contributing resources.

CONTRIBUTING RESOURCES

Address Site name Date built
Algoma Boulevard
101 1876

103-05 Oddfellows Hall 1884
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110 Algoma Building 1890
Church Avenue
12 1883
100 Grand Opera House 1883
101 Henry Schmidt Store 1884
103 Castle-Pierce Printing Company 1909
106 M.T. Battis Building 1875
Market Street
315 1900
300 Soldiers Monument 1907
North Main Street
323 1875
Kline Dept Store remodeling 1926
32§ Wolcott Block 1875
401-07 Beckwith House Hotel 1876/81
404 First National Bank 1926-27
411 1874
413 1875
414 1875
416-20 Thielen-Derksen-Weidner Building 1884
415 1879
417-19 1875
422-24 Hoernig Meat Market 1884
423 1875
426 1875
428 Ephraim Stevens Building 1883
430 1875
432-34 Dichman Block 1884
435 1874
436 Wakeman Meat Market 1875
438-40 1875
439 William Hill & Company 1876
441 1874
445% 1874

(Rex Theater remodeling) 1938
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