
Decorah Historic Preservation Commission 
Minutes of March 5, 2021 Meeting (FINAL) 

 
1. C-3 application review; 121 West Water Street. Present for the review were 

commissioners Adrienne Coffeen, Hayley Jackson, Mark Muggli, Diane Scholl and Judy 
van der Linden. Commissioners Steve Kelsay and Mark Branum were absent. Also 
attending the meeting were Kelly Brickley of Hacker, Nelson and Co., and Greg 
Swanson, Decorah Code Compliance Officer.  

  
On behalf of DHPC, Mark wrote a three-page response to the Hacker Nelson permit 
application. The response was forwarded to all commission members before today’s 
meeting for their review. Adrienne suggested reordering two sections of the response 
and rewording the actual motion. Mark will make those changes (final response is 
attached). 
 
During the meeting, Mark shared the response document with Kelly, who said the 
owners would consider DHPC’s ideas but are concerned about energy efficiency and 
carving out needed office space with the remodel. He said applying for historic tax 
credits may not be possible because the owners’ goal is to move into the new space by 
September 1. 
 
MOTION: Commissioners voted 5-zero NOT to endorse Hacker Nelson’s proposal to 
deconstruct the 121 W. Water building facade and construct a totally new facade in its 
place. 
 

2. Adjournment. Chair Muggli adjourned the meeting about 11:30 am. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



March 5, 2021  
 
TO:  Decorah Planning and Zoning Commission 
FROM:  Decorah Historic Preservation Commission 

(Contact:  mugglimz@luther.edu; 612-720-5795) 
TOPIC: 121 W. Water St. (Hacker Nelson LLC) C-3 Design Plan 
 
I. The Property 
Built ca. 1865-66, the Dahly building is one of Decorah’s important surviving early properties 
and is identified as a “Contributing” building in the 2017 National Register of Historic Places 
designation. Early photos of the brick building show an elegant first story with three high arched 
windows, a second story with prominent stone window caps over the three windows, and a 
prominent projecting rooftop cornice. A major remodel around 1929 covered--or undid--the three 
first-story arches. At some point the rooftop cornice was removed. Still, as the NRHP 
“Contributing” designation suggests, the building retains considerable historic materials and 
historic integrity. There are only a handful of other buildings remaining in the district of this age. 
 
We also want to mention that the current Hacker Nelson building, 123 W. Water, was 
constructed of stone in the 1860s, about the same time as the Dahly building. But in 1897, the 
original stone of 123 was either removed or covered over with the impressive brick, stone, and 
terracotta facade that we see today that Hacker Nelson rightly prizes. 
 
II. The Proposed C-3 Design Plan 
Hacker Nelson proposes to demolish the facade of 121 W. Water and to replace it with modern 
brick and stone in order to match 121 with their adjacent building at 123.  
 
III. DHPC Recommendation 
Given the importance of this project, we hope that the owners, Planning and Zoning, and the 
City Council will excuse the length at which we discuss it. We also thought the two attached 
photographs (pp. 4 & 5, below the Commission motion) would help clarify our argument.  
 
We want first of all to praise Hacker Nelson for their commitment to downtown Decorah and to 
the preservation of 123 W. Water. In 2016 the DHPC presented them our annual historic 
preservation award “for the sensitivity and community spirit represented in the rehabilitation of 
their building at 123 West Water Street, particularly in their restoring of the elaborate stonework 
that graces their building’s corner turret.” The 2017 NRHP nomination notes that the building 
has potential “NRHP individual eligibility” under Criterion C (Architecture). 
 
But we want to affirm the importance of the 121 W. Water building and to argue for its 
preservation. The preamble to City Code 15.04.050 says this:  “The preferred options for the 
treatment of historic properties are, in order of preference:  “1) to retain, preserve, and repair; 2) 
to reconstruct in accordance with available documentation; 3) to alter or add to meet changing 
uses, while retaining and reflecting the property’s historic character.” This ordering is a 
condensation of the principles embedded in the U.S. Department of the Interior Standards for 



Historic Preservation, the guidelines that control all federal building renovations and that are 
recommended for all historic properties, especially those in a National Register District. Hacker 
Nelson is proposing a modification of approach # 3, in which they are actually “reflecting the 
[neighboring] property’s historic character.” We, on the other hand, are arguing for a 
combination of approaches # 1 and # 2: to retain what can be retained of the historic fabric, to 
remove the later 1929 additions, and to reconstruct what has been lost. 
 
One of the glories of an historic downtown like Decorah is the coordinated interplay between the 
different buildings. Of course there are similarities between the buildings--required since ca. 
2000 by our City Code--in height, in materials, and in their basic styles. But unlike most modern 
shopping malls, in which the facades duplicate each other, like dominoes stretched along a 
street, historic, organically-growing commercial districts build energy through contrasts and 
parallels. We understand that Hacker Nelson likes the idea of a uniform physical presence, but 
we are convinced that a restored 121 would play wonderfully with their beautifully restored 123. 
With a touch of signage, no one would miss that this was their building, and the admiration for 
the preservation would be universal. 
 
Many citizens and building owners were pleased with the 2017 National Register designation; it 
was an idea that had been brought up regularly for at least forty years, since the 1976 
Broadway-Phelps Park Historic District was designated. Unfortunately, National Register 
designation brings no controls and no direct money (although tax credits up to 45% are 
available, and we would be happy to discuss this with Hacker Nelson). Downtown Decorah has 
therefore had some careful preservation (e.g., 123 W. Water), some preservationist upgrading 
on some buildings (including the upper story windows on T-Bocks at 206 W. Water and the 
striking exposure of the intact facade of Impact Coffee at 101 W. Water; both projects won local 
historic preservation awards).  We have also had a building demolition, and other buildings that 
have been adversely muddled by minor tinkering or by non-historic facelifts. We believe that 
Hacker Nelson could again set a powerful example of what genuine historic preservation can 
achieve. The Dahly building is not unique--there are similar buildings being preserved in 
Chatfield, La Crosse, and Dubuque, and in many hundreds of other American towns and cities 
that have discovered that their economic vitality is stimulated by full-throated historic 
preservation. But a full-scale restoration project of this scope would be unique to Decorah and 
would set a wonderful example.  
 
We have suggested why preserving and rebuilding 121 would be a great thing for Decorah. We 
would now like to briefly describe how this might be done, working from the top of the building to 
the bottom. Obviously these are suggestions, rather than actual building plans.  
 

●  Ideally a restoration would include some embellishment of the roofline, since the original 
parapet included a rather dramatic overhang. But even without a great deal more 
embellishment at that level, the current roofline does begin to meet the requirements of 
Code Ch. 15.04.050: “Roofs and Parapets. Flat roofs (slightly sloped to drain) are 
preferred with parapets that articulate the rhythm of the buildings. Parapets should be 



embellished with detailing and be stepped or sloped to achieve a visually interesting yet 
harmonious sequence along the building facade.” 

● The upper story brick seems to be in good condition. The stone window caps might need 
some repair, were the paint removed, but they look from the street level to be intact. The 
second-story windows should be replaced with arched windows with mullions that match 
the originals. Preserving this second story would likely save considerable costs over new 
masonry.  

● It is of course the first story that needs the greatest work. We do understand that Hacker 
Nelson would like to close off the two current entrances to the building, and make 121 
accessible only from the inside. In fact the original three-arched first-story facade would 
readily accommodate that plan, since the new middle opening, unlike the original, would 
be glass and could be made flush with the other two windows--this would eliminate the 
door and the door setback. Given the building’s date it is almost sure that the left and 
two central columns are cast iron; the right seems to be a stone column shared by the 
Finn (Hacker Nelson) building. New cast iron columns are available, but at least two 
were preserved by Viking State Bank when they demolished 315 W. Water in order to 
build their new building--Rick Burras hauled them out to his farm for safe-keeping, ready 
to be used for a downtown rehabilitation project just like this one. It might be possible to 
combine two central cast iron columns with stonework columns on both corners. It would 
be possible to use a course of rough-faced limestone at the sidewalk or even perhaps 
replace the complete bulkhead level with stone in order to provide a visual/material 
connection with 123.   
 

 
MOTION: At its March 5, 2021 meeting, the Decorah Historic Preservation Commission 
unfortunately did not feel that it could vote to endorse Hacker Nelson’s proposal to deconstruct 
the 121 W. Water facade and to construct a totally new facade in its place.  
 



 
 
Corner of Winnebago and West Water Street, looking east, pre-1897. The second storefront 
from the right is the B. O. Dahly building, now 121 W. Water. Its neighbor on the corner is the 
current Hacker Nelson building, 123 W. Water. Photo courtesy Decorah Genealogy Association. 



 
An early newspaper advertisement for “B. O. Dahly’s Emporium of Fashions,” printed before 
1875.  Photo courtesy of Decorah Genealogical Association. 
 


