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Introduction 

At the request of Barbara A. Mitchell, architectural historian, of the Iowa State Historic 
Preservation Office, Joe Grimstad, Investment Advisor Representative of Decorah Bank and Trust 
Investment Center commissioned David Arbogast, architectural conservator, of Iowa City, Iowa to 
conduct an evaluation of the commercial district of Decorah, Iowa relative to consideration of a 
historic district. Of specific interest was the relationship between property slated for 
development by the Decorah Bank and Trust at the northeast corner of East Water and State 
Streets and the potential historic district. This report presents the findings of the evaluation. 

Methodology 

On Thursday, June 19, 2003, David Arbogast, assisted by Austin Temperley, conducted a field 
investigation of the commercial area of Decorah. Commercial development in Decorah over fifty 
years of age is contained along seven lineal blocks of Water Street with additional structures 
fanning out a block or two to the south of Water Street. The additional structures adjacent to 
Water Street are of considerably lesser architectural interest than those of the primary structures 
on Water Street and contained an even higher percentage of structures less than fifty years of age 
than those on Water Street. The conclusion was reached in the field that including these 
structures in the evaluation would be pointless as they would further diminish the probability of 
identifying a historic district. Thus, the boundaries for the evaluation were established at the 
seven lineal blocks of Water Street containing commercial structures. 

In the summer of 2001 Mr. Arbogast surveyed the same area as part of a larger survey under the 
auspices of Seneca Environmental Corporation for a proposed cellular telecommunications tower 
on the north side of Decorah. At that time various properties and historic districts were identified 
of which the commercial area was determined not to consist of a historic district. This survey was 
approved by the State Historical Society of Iowa without further comment. 

The field survey commenced with the north side of Water Street at the western end of the 
commercial district, which is succinctly terminated by the Vesterheim Museum. Panoramic 
photographs of each end of each block of both sides of the street were taken to provide a visual 
understanding of the structures in their relative context with each other. Each structure was 
visually examined proceeding from Water and Mill Streets at the west end along the north side to 
Water and Riverside Streets at the east end and the proceeding in reverse order on the south side 
of Water Street from Riverside Street to Mill Street. 

To provide clarity for this report, identification of the buildings is in relative order from west to 
east on each block beginning with the westernmost block running east of Mill Street. Buildings 
are identified, where possible, by street numbers and also by present occupants. Although it is 
likely in many cases that parking lots and vacant lots contained more than one building prior to 
the demolition of the buildings, they were counted as single properties for the purposes of the 
survey. Likewise, single large buildings which contained more than one first-floor occupant were 
counted as individual buildings and not as multiple buildings. In contrast, businesses which 
occupy more than one building receive an evaluation for each individual building. As a result, a 
total of 115 properties were evaluated in the seven lineal blocks of Water Street. 



Not only were the exteriors of the buildings evaluated, but also the first floor interiors were taken 
into consideration because these are public buildings. Access to basements and upper floors was 
impossible and these, not being public, do not normally come into consideration in historic 
districts. With the exception of buildings less than fifty years of age, no buildings evaluated 
retained unaltered first-floor interiors. Even the Vesterheim Museum and its affiliated buildings 
have adaptively reused interiors. 

In several cases older buildings were given entirely new facades. These facades date from the 
early years of the twentieth century to the present time. All facades were evaluated without 
regard to the relative age of the underlying building so that all those over fifty years of age were 
not rejected simply because they were not original to the building. 

Data 

The data are presented in a logical sequence, as noted above, beginning with the west end of the 
commercial area at Mill Street and proceeding to the east end at Riverside Street. For the sake of 
brevity and clarity a number of abbreviations are employed, as follow: 

Age of buildings: With one possible exception (523 West Water Street) all buildings have been 
classed into three categories, as follow: 

1. 1850-1900 
2. 1900 - 1 9 5 3 
3. 1953-2003 

None of the buildings in category 3 possess exceptional architectural merit entitling them for 
individual listing on the National Register and all represent significant discontinuities in the 
historic fabric of the commercial area. As a result, none of these buildings were considered to be 
contributing structures to the historic district and were automatically disqualified. 

Style of buildings: There are a variety of styles employed on buildings as follow: 

Ve - Vernacular 
It - Italianate 
QA - Queen Anne Revival 
RR - Richardsonian Romanesque 
Cl - Classical Revival 
Co - Commercial 
Md - Moderne (Art Deco) 

Interventions: There have been numerous interventions undertaken with the buildings as follow: 

C - Cornice removal and/or replacement 
F - Major first floor renovation 
S - Sandblasting 
R - Repointing 
V - Vinyl and other siding materials which seriously alter the appearance of the building 
W - Window replacement in upper stories 

If a building was initially individually eligible for listing on the National Register but had two or 
more interventions performed on it, then it was considered as disqualified for the district. If it 
had only one intervention then it was considered to be a contributing structure. If a building was 
otherwise a contributing structure to a district, but had one or more interventions, then it was 
disqualified. 
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Analysis 

The data can be viewed through several possible lenses, as follow: 

Basic determination of eligibility: The status determined in the data above was based on objective 
criteria such as age and integrity. As a result, all buildings less than fifty years of age were 
automatically disqualified as were vacant lots. As noted above a minimal level of integrity was 
required to make a determination of eligibility. Using these relatively liberal criteria, only 25 out 
of 155 properties could be determined as contributing to a historic district. 

If integrity is excluded and stylistic criteria are substituted, as is typically the case in such 
determinations, the following data were obtained for buildings over fifty years old: 

Vernacular - two buildings 
Italianate - 25 buildings 
Queen Anne Revival - 9 buildings 
Richardsonian Romanesque - 3 buildings 
Classical Revival - two buildings 
Co - Commercial - 34 buildings 
Md - Moderne (Art Deco) - two buildings 

The largest stylistic category is Commercial. With 34 buildings it falls far short of a majority of 
the buildings. The Italianate buildings come in at a distant second with 25 buildings. 
Stylistically, they are more interesting than the Commercial buildings and older. However, most 
of them have been seriously damaged with sandblasting and repointing as well as other 
indignities. Thus, the commercial district is stylistically heterogeneous, which is not a desirable 
feature in determining qualifications necessary for a historic district. 

If age is the sole determinant, then there are 44 surviving buildings from the nineteenth century 
and 35 surviving buildings dating 1900-1953. Neither forms a majority, but, combined they total 
to 79, which is slightly over two-thirds of the area. Unfortunately, age is not the sole determinant 
of eligibility. 

Finally, the last possible determinant might be the ethnic identity of the owners of the buildings. 
If Norwegian-Americans are considered, ipso facto, to be historically significant and all things 
associated with them as historically significant, then every building surveyed is significant, as is 
virtually all of Decorah. This might be relevant if the buildings displayed distinct architectural 
characteristics unique to Norwegian American construction. However, the only unique 
Norwegian-American features that can be discerned are only those elements (typically signage) 
applied in recent years as Decorah is attempting to establish a tourist trade. All of the buildings 
over fifty years of age are constructed in standard American styles found throughout the country 
and quite foreign to anything seen in contemporary practices in Norway. 

Conclusion 

Following an exhaustive survey of the seven lineal blocks of Water Street which constitute the 
primary commercial district of Decorah, Iowa, there can be no other conclusion except that an 
insufficient number of contributing structures survive needed to constitute a historic district 
conforming to the criteria established by the National Register of Historic Places. 
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Statement of Significance: 202 East Day Spring Lane 

Poppes Wheel Service is currently located at 202 East Day Spring Lane, Decorah, Iowa. 
This business provides automotive services to customers, primarily performing alignment 
adjustments and other services related to the wheels of automobiles. This building is a 
community utility building and was constructed in 1945. It is a warehouse/garage type 
structure used to perform automotive work. 

This building is located off an alley (East Day Spring Lane), just north of the "main 
street" in Decorah, Iowa. 

Steve Johnson and Kevin Lee, members of the Winneshiek County Historic Preservation 
Commission, examined the exterior of the building, and are familiar with the Decorah 
downtown area. They don't believe this to be a historic area, and this building is not 
considered significant for National Register status. 

Based on the above information, we do not believe this building has historic significance. 















Statement of Significance: 208 East Water Street 

The building located at 208 East Water Street, Decorah, Iowa is currently vacant, other 
than being used for storage by the current owner. From discussion with an architect from 
Waterloo, this building has a simple gable roof with a false front, and it was probably 
used as a garage or a blacksmith shop in the early 1900s. 

The building is located on Water Street, the "main street" in downtown Decorah. 

Steve Johnson and Kevin Lee, members of the Winneshiek County Historic Preservation 
Commission, examined the exterior of the building, and are familiar with the Decorah 
downtown area. They don't believe this to be a historic area, and this building is not 
considered significant for National Register status. 

Based on the above information, we do not believe this building has historic significance. 















Statement of Significance: 202 East Water Street 

Three adjoining buildings make up the address known as 202 East Water Street. The 
buildings are operated as two bars, Cowboys and Average Joes. The inside of these 
buildings were remodeled, connecting the three buildings on the inside, and the first floor 
of each building has been completely remodeled. There is a gable (peaked) roof over one 
of the attics, which is characteristic of late 19th century construction. The windows to the 
attic also are characteristic of that century. The original building materials are covered 
with siding. There does not appear to be any long-term significance. 

This location is on "main street" in downtown Decorah. 

Steve Johnson and Kevin Lee, members of the Winneshiek County Historic Preservation 
Commission, examined the exterior of the building, and are familiar with the Decorah 
downtown area. They don't believe this to be a historic area, and this building is not 
considered significant for National Register status. 

Based on the above information, we do not believe this building has historic significance. 































































T STATE 
HISTORICAL 
] "SOCIETY^ 
IOWA 
A Division of the iowa Department of Cultural Affairs 

M y 10, 2003 

Mr. Joe Grimstad 
Vice President 
Decorah Bank & Trust Company 
115 Washington Street 
Decorah, Iowa 52101 

In response, please refer to R&C# 030596040 

RE: FDIC - WINNESHIEK COUNTY - CITY OF DECORAH - DECORAH BANK & TRUST 
COMPANY - PROPOSAL TO CONSTRUCT NEW BUILDING -"NORTHEAST CORNER EAST 
WATER AND STATE STREETS - ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Dear Mr. Grimstad, 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me on June 26, 2003 regarding the above project. The site 
visit and our discussion were very informative. We have reviewed the information you gave me that day 
concerning the proposed project, along with the information previously received, and make the 
following comments and recommendations based on our examination of this material and in accordance 
with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and its implementing regulations, 36 
CFR Part 800 (revised, effective January 11, 2001). 

Based on the conversation we had with Steve Johnson (Winneshiek County Certified Local Government 
Chair) and Jim Hippen (Decorah historian) on June 11, the June 26 site visit, a review of our site files, 
and the information provided by you and Jenny Guenther of RSM McGladrey, we feel that a potential 
historic district exists in downtown Decorah along several blocks of Water Street and potentially 
extending onto the side streets. The commercial buildings definitely convey a sense of historic and 
architectural cohesiveness through their design, materials, and historical association. Alterations to the 
buildings, including cornice removal, storefront renovation, and upper story window replacement, are 
common to commercial districts. They do not necessarily negate a district's eligibility for listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places because change is a historical factor in most 'Main Street" areas. 
We feel the alterations along much of Water Street do not detract sufficiently from the historic or 
architectural significance of the buildings such that they would be ineligible for listing on the National 
Register as a historic district. In fact, much of the area meets the Registration Requirements and 
Integrity Considerations for "Property Type I: Commercial Districts" found in Iowa's Main Street 
Commercial Architecture Multiple Property Listing (NRHP 2002). 

However, the potential historic district boundaries would not likely extend to or include the proposed 
project location for the Decorah Bank & Trust construction project. The sense of historic and 
architectural cohesiveness of the district falls apart several building lots west of State Street and 
therefore the potential historic district is outside the Area of Potential Effects as defined for this project. 
Based on this, we could concur with the original finding that No Historic Properties will be Affected 
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by the proposed project once that determination has been provided to our office by the responsible 
federal agency. 

Again, we thank you for the effort you put forth to ensure a potential historic resource would notbe 
affected by your proposed project. I am especially pleased to see that you are reconsidering the design of 
the bank so that it will fit better into the downtown commercial area. Your preliminary designs suggest 
that the bank will be a wonderful addition to the east end of downtown Decorah. I encourage you to 
continue working with the Winneshiek County Certified Local Government and local officials to 
finalize the design. We also encourage Winneshiek County and local officials to consider preparing a 
National Register nomination for the downtown Decorah area. Recognizing the commercial district's 
historic significance will only add to efforts to revitalize the area. 

If design changes involving undisturbed new rights-of-way or easements are made for this project, 
please forward additional information to our office for further comment along with the Agency 
Official's determination of effect. If project activities uncover any item(s) that might be of 
archaeological, historical, or architectural interest, or if important new archaeological, historical, or 
architectural data should be encountered in the project APE, the applicant should make reasonable 
efforts to avoid further impacts to the property until an assessment can be made by a person that meets 
the Secretary of the Interior's professional qualifications standards (36 CFR Part 61). 

Please reference the Review and Compliance Number provided above in all future submitted 
correspondence to our office for this project. We have made these comments and recommendations 
according to our responsibility defined by Federal law pertaining to the Section 106 process. Should you 
have any additional comments or questions, please contact me at barbara.mitchell(a),dca.state.ia.us or at 
515.281.4013. 

Sincerely, 

Barbara A. Mitchell, Architectural Historian 
Iowa State Historic Preservation Office 

cc: Ronald F. Bieker, FDIC Regional Director 
Steven Johnson, Winneshiek County CLG 
Jenny Guenther, RSM McGladrey 
Doug Jones, SHPO Archaeologist 
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J.OWA 
A Division of the Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs 

June 4, 2003 

Ms. Jenny Guenther 
RSM McGladrey 
221 Third Avenue SE, Suite 300 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa 52401 

In response, please refer to R&C# 030596040 

RE: FDIC - WINNESHIEK COUNTY - CITY OF DECORAH - DECORAH BANK & TRUST 
COMPANY -PROPOSAL TO CONSTRUCT NEW BUILDING - NORTHEAST CORNER EAST 
WATER AND STATE STREETS 

Dear Ms. Guenther, 

We have reviewed the information received in our office on May 9 and 20, 2003 and on June 3, 2003 
concerning the proposed project for the above property. Thank you for providing the Iowa State Historic 
Preservation Office with the opportunity to review this undertaking. We make the following comments 
and recommendations based on our examination of this material and in accordance with Section 106 of 
the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and its implementing regulations, 36 CFR Part 800 
(revised, effective January 11, 2001). 

The project proposes to build a new bank at the corner of Water and State Streets in Decorah, Iowa. 
Construction would require the demolition of four buildings currently located on the property. Three of 
the buildings to be demolished are more than 50 years old: 202 East Day Spring Lane (State Inventory 
No. 96-00619), 208 East Water Street (No. 96-00620), and 202 East Water Street (No. 96-00621). We 
agree that the properties are not likely individually eligible for listing on the National Register of 
Historic Places. However, the photographs you submitted indicate that the buildings on either side of 
and across the street from the subject property are of similar vintage and design. Based on this 
information, we feel that there is potential for a historic district in the area. Although the subject 
buildings may not contribute to such a district due to extensive alterations, their demolition would likely 
affect the overall historic setting if the district were eligible for listing on the National Register of 
Historic Places. In addition, the buildings might have historic significance that is not visually apparent. 

Therefore, in accordance with 36 CFR Part 800.4 (b), the surrounding neighborhood should be surveyed 
to determine whether a historic district exists. The reconnaissance survey should provide sufficient 
information such that if a historic district is identified, a boundary could be drawn and the contributing 
status of individual buildings could be established. Basic research should give general information 
regarding the history and development of the area. Special care should be taken in evaluating the 
contributing or non-contributing status of the buildings proposed for demolition. Historical information 
could be available from the city or through the local public library or historical society. You might also 
want to contact Mr. Steven Johnson with the Winneshiek County Certified Local Government, who has 
in-depth knowledge of the area's architecture and history. 
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JUN 1 6 2003 

Decorah Bank & Trust Company 

June 13, 2003 

Ms. Barbara Mitchell 
Architectural Historian 
Iowa State Historic Preservation Office 
600 East Locust Street 
Des Moines, IA 50319-1290 

Dear Ms. Mitchell: 

I have enclosed the information requested in your letter dated June 4, 2003 regarding 
R&C# 030596040. It is a plat map that includes an aerial photo of the subject property 
and surrounding blocks. The location of our project is highlighted. 

Hopefully this gives you a better understanding of the area of potential effects. It shows 
significantly greater detail than the map included as Exhibit A of the original request. 

Thank you for your assistance in this matter. 

Sincerely, 

Joe Grimstad 
Vice President 

115 Washington Street, Decorah. IA 52101 • 563 382-9661 • R\X 563 382-4775 
wwwdecorahbank.com • info@decorahbank.com 

http://wwwdecorahbank.com
mailto:info@decorahbank.com



