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Summer Marks Start of Construction on Soldiers Home Grounds 

Multiple Historic Buildings to be Repaired, Vacant Buildings Remain Threatened 
 

MILWAUKEE (June 11, 2014) – The National Trust for Historic Preservation and the 
Milwaukee Preservation Alliance (MPA) announced today that the Clement J. Zablocki VA 
Medical Center will be commencing repairs to several historic buildings on the grounds of the 
Milwaukee Soldiers Home Historic District (Soldiers Home), a National Historic Landmark. 
 
“We are excited about the work being done on many of the District’s buildings,” said Dawn 
McCarthy, President of the MPA Board of Directors. “Visitors will see a noticeable difference in 
the appearance of some of these historic buildings.” 
 
This summer, the Milwaukee VA Medical Center (VAMC) is commencing work on the Ward 
Theater (Building 41), the Old Hospital Building (Building 6) and the Barracks Buildings 
(Buildings 5 and 7).  
 
Originally built in 1881, Ward Memorial Hall was converted to a theater in 1895-97. Many 
popular artists visiting Milwaukee performed for the veterans at the Ward Theater, including 
Bob Hope and Liberace.  The Ward Theater, which is currently vacant, will be reroofed and 
undergo exterior masonry and porch repairs.  
 
Designed in 1879, the Old Hospital Building once served as the primary space for medical 
care on the grounds. After hospital care moved to Building 70 at the south end of the grounds, 
the Old Hospital was converted to a barracks. Today, the building houses a number of VA 
offices. 
 
The Old Hospital will be completely re-roofed, with wood re-painted and windows and doors 
repaired. Additionally, the building’s chimney will be re-constructed and wrought iron 
decorative cresting will be newly fabricated or repaired. 
 
The Barracks Buildings will undergo repointing, scraping and painting. Additionally, the 
buildings’ gutters and downspouts will be fixed and shingles will be replaced where needed. The 
porches will also undergo repairs and be painted. Formerly used as housing for veterans, the 
buildings currently provide office space for the VA.  
 
“These repairs are much needed improvements in the District and demonstrate important 
progress,” said Genell Scheurell, Senior Field Officer with the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation. “We also look forward to continuing to work with the VA to address the critical 
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need for a long-term solution that will return the District’s vacant buildings to the service of 
veterans.” 
 
Three of the District’s most notable buildings, Old Main (Building Two), Power Plant (Building 
45) and the Soldiers Home Chapel (Building 12) remain vacant and are in urgent need of 
funding for significant repairs.  
 
Though Old Main’s major roof collapse was repaired in 2012, additional holes in the roof remain 
and continue to expose the building to the elements. Unfortunately, funding has not been 
identified to repair these holes and prevent future damage to the building. 
 
“Over the past few years, the VA has made great strides toward making changes that will 
positively impact the future of the Soldiers Home District,” said Scheurell. “However, the sense 
of urgency remains. The VA must receive the necessary funding to protect this National Historic 
Landmark District.” 
 
For more information on the Milwaukee Soldiers Home, including a free downloadable walking 
tour app, please visit www.SavetheSoldiersHome.com or 
www.savingplaces.org/treasures/milwaukee-soldiers-home. You can also like us on Facebook 
and follow us on Twitter. 
  
About the Milwaukee VA National Soldiers Home Historic District 
In 1865, Congress established the National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers (NHDVS) 
system to care for volunteer Union soldiers who had been disabled during service in the Civil  
War.  
 
In 1866, the NHDVS Board of Managers decided to locate one of the first three Homes in  
Milwaukee. It was established on approximately 400 acres of land west of the city, purchased 
from several local citizens.  
 
The Homes were to provide holistic care for veterans –health care, safe living accommodations, 
vocational training, rehabilitation, and recreation. They were designed to be highly visible, 
reminding citizens of the federal government’s support of veterans and helping to forge a 
stronger link between the public and the federal government. 
   
Since 1867, the Northwestern Branch of the NHDVS, popularly known as the Milwaukee 
Soldiers Home, has provided care to veterans from across the country. Today the National 
Historic Landmark district, located on the grounds of the Clement J. Zablocki VA Medical 
Center, is the only one of the original three branches to have retained most of its original 
buildings. 
 
About the Ward Theater 
Ward Memorial Hall is arguably architect Henry C. Koch’s most celebrated creation in the 
district. It was constructed in 1881 and named for Horatio Ward, an American Banker and 
patriot who created an endowment fund to construct memorial halls for the Soldiers Homes. 
The intent was to provide the Home’s members with cultural activities such as concerts, 
theatrical performances, and lectures and allow them to socialize, relax and enjoy recreation 
time with one another. 
 
During an 1898 renovation, the hall was rebuilt to its present configuration with balconies, a 
sloped floor, new seats, and an orchestra pit, and was used solely as a theater.  
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Over the years, Ward Memorial Theater has hosted many appearances by lecturers, vaudeville 
troupes , and musicians.  
 
About The Old Hospital 
The Old Hospital Building was designed by Henry C. Koch. It was built in 1879 and was the first 
building in the District to be designed by Koch. It was designed as three separate pavilions 
connected by corridors. The center pavilion housed the administrative offices, treatment 
facilities and operating rooms. Patient wards were located in the two side pavilions. The original 
east and west wards were identical, and still retain their basic form. In 1886 and 1898, two 
additional wings were added to the west side of the building. One wing, closest to Wood 
Cemetery, was demolished for the existing surface parking lot. Large porches remain on the far 
west wing. They allowed patients with tuberculosis to have access to plenty of fresh air, which 
was considered beneficial. Since then, several of the hospital’s original porches have been 
removed or covered. 
 
In 1938, after all hospital care moved to Building 70 at the south end of the grounds, this 
building was converted to a barracks for domiciliary members. The VA Regional Office called 
The Old Hospital home from 1983 to 2004. The interior has been renovated and the VA is 
currently using the building for offices. 
 
About The Barracks Buildings 
The Barracks Buildings also were designed by Henry C. Koch in the 1880s. They were designed 
in straightforward Italianate style and feature two-tiered open porches. They were built to 
accommodate additional admissions after the Home’s admission policy changed to allow all 
disabled veterans. The VA is currently using the buildings as office space. 
 
About the Milwaukee Preservation Alliance 
Milwaukee Preservation Alliance, Inc. is a non-profit organization devoted to promoting 
stewardship and awareness of the historic, cultural, and economic value of Milwaukee’s built 
heritage. MPA aims to strengthen Milwaukee’s neighborhoods by advocating for and promoting 
their unique cultural spaces and architectural assets in order to foster a strong and vibrant 
community as well as demonstrating the link between historic preservation and viable economic 
development. 
 
About the National Trust for Historic Preservation 
The National Trust for Historic Preservation, a privately funded nonprofit organization, works 
to save America’s historic places. www.PreservationNation.org. 
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