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Minutes of Meeting of the Soldiers Home Historic District Community Advisory Council 
Tuesday, November 1, 2011, 5:45 to 7:45 p.m. 

Meeting held at the Milwaukee Public Library’s Central Campus 
 
Attendees:  
COMMUNITY ADVISORY COUNCIL MEMBERS 

Jon Beck    Alexander & Co. (Soldiers Home Foundation) 
Paul Bialk Marine Corps League 
Melissa  Cook Hank Aaron Trail 
Bob Curry Dryhootch of America, Inc. 
Andy Gordon MU Law School Student, Iraqi War Veteran 
Howard Hinterhuer Center for Veterans Issues 
Helen Hollerich Historic Milwaukee, Inc. 
Patricia Lynch West Side Soldiers Aid Society, Inc. 

Dawn Nuoffer Center for Veteran Issues 
Laura Rinaldi Reclaiming our Heritage/VA Medical Center Library 
Sandy Rusch-Walton Story Hill Neighborhood Association 
Jodi Sweeney The Sweeney Group (Soldiers Home Foundation) 
Jill Zahn Reclaiming our Heritage/VA Medical Center Library 

Debra Zins Historic Milwaukee Inc. 
 

 STAKEHOLDER GROUP MEMBERS 
 James Draeger Wisconsin State Historic Preservation Office 

Carlan Hatala 
Dan Hereth 

City of Milwaukee Historic Preservation 
Congresswoman Moore’s Office 

Elizabeth Hummitzsch Mueller Communications 
Matt Jarosz Wisconsin Trust for Historic Preservation 
Ryan Knocke Senator Herb Kohl's Office 
Ali Kopyt Milwaukee Preservation Alliance 
Kellie Lang Uihlein Foundation 
James Madlom Mueller Communications 
Dawn McCarthy Milwaukee Preservation Alliance 
Genell Scheurell Midwest Office NTHP 
David Uihlein Uihlein Foundation 

 
Materials Distributed at Meeting:  
All materials available online through the Google group  

 Agenda 

 PowerPoint Presentation 

 Community Advisory Council Overview 

 Membership List 

 Guide to Google Groups 

 Soldiers Home Call to Action Sheet 

 Recent Media Coverage 

 Comment Card 
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Welcome and Introductions 6:00 P.M. 

 Genell Scheurell: 

 Overview of National Trust for Historic Preservation 

 The National Trust for Historic Preservation is a non-profit membership 
organization – not a government agency – that provides leadership, 
education, advocacy and resources to a national network of people and is 
committed to saving historic places.  

 The National Trust receives no federal appropriations but relies on members 
and donors for operations. 

 Overview of National Trust and the Soldiers Home 

 The National Trust has been following the Milwaukee VA National Soldiers 
Home for more than 12 years 

 Last May, the National Trust put the Milwaukee Soldiers Home NHL District 
on its list of America’s 11 Most Endangered Places 

 Overview of Stakeholders/Organizing Group:  

 In addition to the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the Stakeholders 
Group also includes: National Parks Service, Advisory Council for Historic 
Preservation, Wisconsin State Historic Preservation Office, Congresswoman 
Gwen Moore, Senator Herb Kohl, Soldiers Home Foundation, Uihlein 
Foundation, Mueller Communications, the Milwaukee Historic Preservation 
Commission and the Milwaukee Preservation Alliance (Please note that 
Senator Ron Johnson’s office had been invited.) 

 Overview of constituencies represented on Community Advisory Council (CAC) 

 We’ve assembled an impressive group of veteran representatives, neighbors 
to the Soldiers Home site and experts including preservation architects, 
restoration developers, experts in rehab financing and fundraising to create a 
common vision for the reuse of the Milwaukee National Soldiers Home NHL 
District, especially Old Main, the Ward Theatre, and the Headquarters 
Building. 

 

 James Madlom 

 Role of Mueller Communications/Uihlein Foundation 

 We have been engaged by the Uihlein Foundation to help coordinate 
community input and involvement into the future of the District. The 
Foundation’s interest, in particular, is in finding an adaptive re-use of some of 
the key buildings in the district that can help augment services to veterans. 

 As part of that role, we have been working closely with the organizations 
Genell mentioned (National Trust for Historic Preservation, the Milwaukee 
Preservation Alliance and the Soldiers Home Foundation) to increase 
attention about the district and to begin the effort to bring together community 
voices into the process.  

 Role of Advisory Council 

 Many stakeholder parties have a responsibility to advise the VA concerning 
decisions that impact the district and to sign off before significant changes 
can be made.  

 They are seeking community input to help guide advocacy efforts to save the 
district’s endangered buildings and reuse them to meet veterans’ needs.  

 The Role of the CAC is to help provide community input regarding a vision for 
the Soldiers Home District in Milwaukee. 

 Role CAC guidelines: 
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 This is an advisory group. We have no formal authority on our own. Our 
authority comes from the power of persuasion and our willingness to work 
hard to make our collective vision a reality.  

 This is a long process. No final decisions will be made as a part of this 
meeting.  

 Our focus is on the future. We need to find ways for all the key parties to work 
together if we are to build and implement a positive vision for the district. 

 
Presentations/Agenda Items 
Background of District 

 History and Significance of District (Jim Draeger) 

 Ties to Civil War 

 Innovations in artillery/combat led to tens of thousands of Veterans coming 
home with significant injuries. The Nation had never experienced that scale of 
injury before. For the first time the Federal Government was thrust into taking 
care of veterans after a military conflict. 

 It was determined that the government needed to set up soldiers homes 
across the country where veterans could go to receive rehabilitation 
treatment and would provide a home for vets that weren’t able to return 
directly to the their homes.  

 Soldiers Homes were a cutting-edge idea regarding the treatment of soldiers 
following conflict. The approach was to step away from institutional care 
toward more of a home-like approach and environment.  

 Most Challenged Buildings 

 Old Main (“the Soldiers Home”) 

 Headquarters and administrative offices 

 Housing for veterans 

 Ward Memorial Theater 

 Social entertainment  

 Replica of Ford’s Theater on the inside 

 Meant to be part of holistic treatment 

 Soldiers Chapel 

 Henry Koch designed 

 Multidenominational 

 Current state of historic buildings 

 Buildings are in dire straits. Over the years, they have fallen in to disrepair. 

 Old Main 

 Portions of the roof collapsed in winter 2010-11 and remain exposed 
today. The roof collapse set off the sprinkler system, which combined 
with the weather, flooded the building, leading to extensive mold. 
There is real concern that without immediate action the structure 
would be ruined to a point we couldn’t rehab them. 

 Ward theater 

 Extensive roof damage and threat of collapse/flooding. 

 Threatened truss sits over top of one of the largest stain glass window 
in US. 

 Soldiers Home Chapel 

 Water damage 

 Structural challenges 
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 Current uses of Historic Buildings (James Madlom) 

 Some buildings in District are used for Veteran services and can be used as 
a model for future use of these threatened buildings: 

 Some of the Regional VA’s offices are housed in buildings that are part of the 
historic district.  

 Milwaukee County Veterans Affairs office provides a wide range of services 
to veterans within the historic grounds. 

 

What’s Being Done  

 11 Most Endangered Places Designation (Dawn McCarthy) 

 Milwaukee Preservation Alliance (MPA) nominated the Soldiers Home to the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation’s (NTHP) 11 Most Endangered list. 

 This is an annual list sponsored by the NTHP, designed to galvanize preservation 
effort through national and local media attention and by demonstrating the site’s 
national significance. 

 Sites are selected based on: (1) their national significance; (2) the urgency of the 
need; and (3) the availability of possible solutions. 

 Some of the benefits of receiving the designation include: (1) a dedicated page on 
the national website; (2) a national and local media event; and (3) assistance from 
the National Trust to save the endangered buildings. 

 

 National Historic Landmark Designation (Jim Draeger) 

 Landmark Designation is one of the nation’s highest designations of historic 
significance.  

 There are only 41 in WI – all are very significant properties.  

 Increases the visibility of the Soldiers Home district. 
 

 Programmatic Agreement (Genell Scheurell) 

 The Programmatic Agreement (PA) stems from the review that is required when a 
federal agency will be spending money that will have an effect on a National Historic 
Landmark. The PA with the Milwaukee VA was signed in September after a number 
of consultation meetings with numerous consulting parties. The VA wants to build 4 
Community Living Centers (CLCs) that will house 10 veterans each on southeast 
end on the property. To do so they will demolish building 37 (former quartermaster’s 
quarters) on the edge of property.4 Key features of agreement: 
1. CLCs will move forward, but the construction must be compatible with the historic 

character of the district. 
2. Contracts for the stabilization of Old Main and the Ward Theater must be 

released before new construction begins on the CLCs. 
3. Historic American Buildings Survey documentation must be completed before 

building 37 is demolished.  
4. The VA will participate in quarterly consultation meetings with the PA consulting 

parties to work on a plan for the overall district.  
 

 Soldiers Home Foundation Lease (Jon Beck) 

 Lease with VA for ownership of the Chapel is near completion. 

 Funds will come from Federal Historic Tax Credits, New Market Tax Credits and 
fundraising efforts. 

 Goal is for the chapel renovation to be underway by spring 2012. 
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A Veteran’s Perspective (Bob Curry) 

 Bob is a Vietnam veteran. Later founded DryHootch, Inc. – A nonprofit dedicated to 
helping veterans return home. It features peer-to-peer counseling, a coffee house and 
an opportunity for veterans to reconnect.  

 He spent significant time at the VA Hospital and on the District and shared insight into 
tremendous meaning the site has for veterans.   

 
Group Discussion (James Madlom) 

 What are the key, unmet needs of the veteran’s community? 

 Affordable Housing 

 Holistic support 

 Continuous support/programming 

 PTSD/Mental health care 

 Social opportunities 

 Provide an opportunity to locate fellow veterans 

 Organic therapy 

 Peer-to-peer programming 

 Evening Sessions 

 Partnerships (e.g., with and between Jewish Social Services, National Alliance on 
Mental Illness, Mental Health Task Force, etc.) 

 Transit options 

 Employment opportunities 
 

 What do you see as the ideal uses of the historic buildings on the site – particularly the three 
buildings identified earlier? 

 Urban Gardens 

 A museum: to chronicle veteran history 

 Retreat events for veterans and families of veterans 

 Housing options for families and spouses of veterans receiving treatment 

 Bringing services that are currently available in the community to a central location 

 Transitional housing 

 Assisted living 

 Veteran performing arts groups, Guitars for Vets, Art Therapy (for Ward Theater) 
 

 What would you prefer not to see happen within the historic district? 

 Grounds must retain their recuperative nature 

 There are parking concerns that coincide with many of the suggested reuses 
 

 How often would the group like to meet? 

 Consensus was that at least initially, the Council should convene more often than 
quarterly in order to advise the stakeholder group for their quarterly meetings with 
the VA 

 
Meeting adjourned at 7:50 p.m.  

 
NEXT MEETING OF THE COMMUNITY ADVISORY COUNCIL WILL BE HELD IN 

JANUARY 2012 – DETAILS TO FOLLOW 


