
W
hen the Lincoln County Courthouse opened in  
September 1903, it served not only as the  
administrative center for the region – it was a 

source of pride. Merrill, Wisconsin, the county seat, had 
been incorporated only 20 years before. The region had few 
buildings that presented such an architectural statement. 
In fact, the editor of a newspaper at the time wrote, “The 
Lincoln County Courthouse is without any exaggeration the 
finest edifice of its kind in this state.”
 It’s no wonder that the building is now on the National 
Register of Historic Places and that it has remained a  
symbol for the region.
 But the courthouse is undersized by today’s standards, 
constructed when County government’s role was relatively 

small and about half as many people lived in the area. So 
few court cases were heard in 1903 that the novelty of court 
activity drew curious spectators. Today, the two judges 
serving the County have full calendars every week, and a 
family court commissioner shares the space on Mondays. 
The building also did not have a secure, separate entrance 
for law enforcement to escort detainees to court. Prisoners, 
visitors, and employees all passed through the same public 
spaces on their way to courtrooms.
 After nearly a decade of analysis and planning,  
Lincoln County has solved the administrative space  
problems and has provided a secure means of moving 
detainees into courtrooms – all while preserving the historic 
character of the courthouse. It wasn’t an easy task,  
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according to Gene Simon, who has donated his  
understanding of construction and building repair to the 
County since 1994. He was chairman of the County Board 
when Ayres Associates completed a study of the County’s 
facility needs about 10 years ago.
 “That brought us to a somewhat startling realization that 
a three-phase building program was the solution,” Simon 
said.
 The first phase relieved courthouse crowding by  
constructing a new office building for all non-court  
functions. The nearly 50,000-square-foot, two-story building 
houses county government offices, county board space, and 
land use offices. The second phase focused on the jail, with 
remodeling and a 27,000-square-foot addition that improved 
prisoner intake, booking, visiting, kitchen and laundry, and 
administration areas. The facility now has a 132-bed jail 
“pod” designed for safety and efficiency and an additional 
50 beds in the Huber dorm. Ayres Associates worked with 
Lincoln County on both buildings; the combined cost of the 
two projects was approximately $14.5 million. 
 The third phase – updating the historic courthouse – was 
much more involved. The topic became highly controversial, 
reflecting area residents’ feelings about the building. 
 “The Lincoln County Courthouse is the symbol of the 
City of Merrill,” Simon said. “The Chamber of Commerce 
and several businesses use a photo or drawing of the building 
as an advertisement or logo. It is an impressive structure for 
a small valley town. It is visible from the Highway 51  
freeway and greets travelers at the heart of the Merrill 
center-city business district.”
 The 9th Judicial District, however, had to emphasize 
the function of the space rather than its historic or aesthetic 
appeal, District Court Administrator Susan Byrnes recalled. 
“There needed to be a separation between secure detainee 
movement, secure employee space, and public space,” she 
said. 
 The two courtrooms were on the second floor on  
opposite sides of the building, said Bob Brown, an Ayres 
Associates senior architect who served as project manager 
of all three building phases. “Law enforcement would escort 
detainees from the jail across the street through the public 
entryway into the building, and they’d sit on a bench in 
the public area, overlooking the rotunda, waiting to go into 
court,” he said. “It was not a safe, secure arrangement.”
 The building was not in compliance with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act, and seating for jury members was 
uncomfortable, Byrnes said.
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The addition to the Lincoln County Courthouse was designed to 
match the lines of the historic building. Interior remodeling was 
completed with attention to preserving the original structure as 
much as possible.



 “Working within the framework of a historical structure 
is tricky, but it was not going to be an option to say ‘no.’ 
The only option would have been to build a new structure,” 
she said. “There was a strong sentiment for maintaining the 
historic building.”
 The Wisconsin Historical Society had the ultimate  
authority on how the building could be updated. Ayres  
Associates, Byrnes, and the County worked closely with 
Society representatives, going through each potential  
solution to the space and security concerns and then  
negotiating each design option.  
 “We looked at dozens of options, including having two 
additions to provide access to the two courtrooms,” Brown 
said. “More acceptable was having one addition and  
remodeling the interior so the one addition could serve two 
courtrooms.”
 Details of each option were presented for Wisconsin 
Historical Society review, with accompanying  
documentation of need. After more than a year of   
discussions, final plans took form, Simon said. “Such detail 
and negotiation are challenging,” he said. “It was,  

nevertheless, a great experience for our Building  
Committee and its experts and staff, and in the end I think 
we all appreciated all facets of historical renovation even 
more.”
 The final plans resulted in an addition to the west side 
of the building – what Byrnes calls a “vertical hallway” – 
to house a new jury room, mechanical room, elevator, and 
sally port, a secure entrance for law enforcement and their 
detainees. The addition mirrors the exterior of the historic 
building, said Ayres Associates architectural intern Steve 
Hoecherl, who worked side-by-side with Brown throughout 
the three building projects. 
 “We included features such as the arches and  
architectural detailing to help the addition blend in with the 
exterior of the original building. We worked with the  
general contractor and their masons to find products that 
tied in with the original brick and stonework,” he said, 
commending Ellis Stone Construction Company’s efforts 
throughout the project, “and we ended up with products 
that worked very well.”
 The interior remodeling involved even more care to 

4│TRENDS

Carefully selected building materials and architectural details help the addition (left-hand side of the photo) blend into the original 
structure. Representatives from Lincoln County, Ayres Associates, and the 9th Judicial District worked closely with the Wisconsin 
Historical Society before beginning the addition and remodeling project. 



preserve the historic nature of the building. “We preserved a 
considerable portion of the original facility while  
remodeling portions to better serve the needs of the County 
and the Court,” Hoecherl said.
 As workers followed plans for the remodeling, they 
saved crown moldings, doors, windows, and other  
architectural detailing and matched the old with new, as 
needed. “The tradespeople who came in went 110% to mimic 
the 110-year-old baseboards and other details,” Byrnes 
said. “When I first started seeing these spaces, when I saw 
the finishing touches they were putting in – it exceeded my 
expectations.”
 For example, construction of interior walls was limited  
because of the building’s historic nature. Plans called for 
room dividers to designate office spaces. Byrnes said she 
anticipated the usual dividers commonly seen to create  
cubicles. Instead, she found dividers framed in wood that 
looked like a structured wall. Although budget constraints 
prevented the use of decorative stone in the interior,  
specialized painting techniques provided the look of stone 
without extra cost.
 “I was really pleased. I think it’s beautiful,” Byrnes said. 
“They were able to accomplish a lot in some areas with  
limited resources.”
 In the long run, the County benefitted from dedicating 
so much time to analyzing the best option for the future of 
government facilities, Simon said. “Technology has quickly 
improved over the past 10 years. Wireless technology  
allowed us to avoid invasive construction techniques in  
historic rooms,” he said. 
 Unobtrusive flat-screen monitors allow presentations to 
jurors and others without taking up much space in  
courtrooms. The historic doors were retrofitted with  
magnetic card access to provide security without detracting 
from the building’s appearance. “We are pleased with the 
dedication of the Ayres staff who stuck by us for many years 
of planning and re-planning, and finally, delivered the three 
building projects on time and within budget,” Simon said.
 Visitors continue to marvel at the historic courthouse, he 
said. He called the addition to and remodeling of the building 
the “best of all worlds.”
 “We found a way to blend the old with new,” he said. 
“Hopefully we arrived at our overall goal of providing our 
citizens with a product that they can more easily access, that 
will be safer, and appears as pleasing as it has always been to 
those who call this county ‘home.’ ” 
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The addition and remodeling project resulted in improved facilities  
for jurors and County employees, provided a safer means of 
transporting detainees to Court facilities, and preserved the 
historic nature of the interior of the building. 


