
E XC E R P T



Twenty-Five Floors of Grandeur: 
Reviving a Milwaukee 
Landmark Hotel

When the historic Hotel Schroeder opened in Milwaukee in 1928, local developer 

Walter Schroeder decided that the building was so nice, he wanted to live there. He 

took up residence on the 24th floor–no small thing at the time, as the 25-story building 

matched the Palmer House Hotel in Chicago as one of the tallest hotels in the world.

From his extravagant suite, Schroeder had distant 

views not only of his hometown, but of his hotel 

empire, for which the 800-room Hotel Schroeder was 

the new flagship. Designed by the renowned Chicago 

firm of Holabird & Roche–just as that storied company 

reorganized to become Holabird & Root—the Art Deco 

building quickly became a Milwaukee calling card as 

the Midwestern city grew and attracted more overnight 

visitors. 

Visitors to Milwaukee can still stay in Walter Schroeder’s 

historic hotel, thanks to a recent rehabilitation 

spearheaded by Marcus Hotels & Resorts, a division of 
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Image courtesy of Heritage Consulting Group 
The historic lounge of the former Schroeder Hotel (now Hilton Milwaukee 
City Center) in Milwaukee retains much of its character after the hotel’s 
recently completed $42 million rehabilitation. 
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The Marcus Corporation. Newly renovated as of early 

2026, the building now known as the Hilton Milwaukee 

offers a case study of how historic hotels–often among 

the most complex building types to rehabilitate–can 

be successfully adapted to contemporary expectations 

without sacrificing their defining craftsmanship and 

architectural character. Financed in part by federal and 

state historic tax credits (HTCs), the redevelopment also 

demonstrates how HTCs can achieve commercial and 

cultural outcomes for distinctive properties, revitalizing 

an architectural landmark even as they unlock new 

business opportunities. On the eve of its centennial, 

the Hilton Milwaukee has been carefully renewed 

and repositioned to boost the future of hospitality in 

downtown Milwaukee.

A Hotel Built to Put Milwaukee 
on the Map
With a growing portfolio of nine hotels (and counting) 

in multiple states, Walter Schroeder first dreamed up his 

new landmark tower in 1925 and took action the following 

year. With a prime site near major retail, theater and 

office buildings, the property alone cost more than $1 

million–upward of $18 million in today’s dollars–and 

initial plans estimated construction costs of more than 

five times that amount. Schroeder hired some of the most 

famous architects in the Midwest and tasked them with 

designing a tower as modern as any hotel skyscraper in 

the country. 

Although the project was officially attributed to Holabird 

& Roche–founded in 1881 by William Holabird and 

Martin Roche–the design for Schroeder’s hotel actually 

represented a transitional period between that company 

and its successor firm of Holabird & Root, established in 

the 1920s by William Holabird’s son, John, in partnership 

with John Wellborn Root, Jr. The transition took several 

years–officially culminating in 1928, the year the hotel 

opened–during which period designs such as the Hotel 

Schroeder blended the relatively restrained, classicist 

style of the original firm with the fresher, internationally 

trained sensibilities of the younger designers. From 

Holabird & Roche’s design palette, the building assumed 

a relatively boxy form and symmetrically arranged 

corridors; from Holabird & Root, the building received 

modernized versions of classical ornament, in keeping 

with the emergent Art Deco style of the period.

Schroeder’s hotel also embodied another characteristic 

of 1920s American architecture: the progressive setbacks 

that came to define Art Deco towers, thanks to the 

introduction of zoning laws and height limits. As steel 

framing and elevators made taller buildings possible 

around the turn of the century, towers competed for 

height and superlatives. From the ground, though, city 

residents increasingly worried about the loss of sunlight 

blocked by all the new high-rises and officials developed 

a series of regulations to address the issue. These new 

zoning ordinances often capped building heights, 

allowing extra stories only if they were paired with 

structural setbacks. In the case of the Hotel Schroeder, 

this kind of trade-off bought the building three extra 

stories, as city officials decided that the hotel’s setbacks 

and lightwells deserved some bonus allowances beyond 

the standard 125-foot limit. 

Construction on the hotel began in November 1926 and 

a formal opening with dinner, dancing, three orchestras 

Image courtesy of Heritage Consulting Group 
The Schroeder Hotel in Milwaukee was built in 1928 with 800 rooms and 
has since been rehabilitated in part using federal and state historic tax 
credit equity.
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and a vaudeville performance took place in February 

1928. At the base of the tower’s 800 rooms, the building 

also hosted a clothing shop, drugstore, barber shop, 

café and beauty salon; at the pinnacle of the structure, 

Schroeder’s residential suite was large enough to host 

his considerable art collection.

The grand brick, limestone and granite exterior did more 

than call attention to Schroeder’s business acumen; it also 

promoted a grand vision of Milwaukee’s hospitality scene, 

encouraging railroad travelers to stop for a night in the 

city, rather than simply continuing on to Chicago. Sure 

enough, even before the hotel hosted its official opening, 

it was already booked for more than 30 conventions that 

year. It would welcome more than 200,000 guests in its 

first year and dished up more than 1.2 million meals in its 

restaurant. The hotel attracted high-profile guests such 

as New York Governor Alfred E. Smith (who stayed at the 

hotel as he campaigned in the 1928 presidential election) 

and employed more than 500 local residents. With the 

premier Hotel Schroeder in full swing, Milwaukee could 

claim new status as a destination for major events, 

capable of offering high-end accommodations and 

hosting nationally important gatherings.

Changing Names, Continuing Traditions
Even through the Great Depression, the Hotel 

Schroeder remained a hub. Walter Schroeder retained 

his eponymous flagship until 1965, when he sold the 

building to Towne Realty after nearly four decades of 

direct ownership. Soon after, Sheraton Hotels assumed 

management and rebranded the property as the Sheraton-

Schroeder Hotel. Two decades later, the hotel became the 

Hilton Milwaukee City Center.

In 2000, the hotel saw its most significant updates 

since its initial construction, with the addition of a 250-

room extension known as the West Wing. Designed by 

Kahler Slater, the 14-story structure adopted a brick and 

limestone exterior in deference to the original building. 

The West Wing reinforced the complex’s role as a major 

convention hotel in downtown Milwaukee, linking the 

historic building directly to the city’s convention center 

via a skywalk.

Revived and Refreshed
The hotel continued to thrive until 2020, when the 

COVID-19 pandemic brought convention activity and 

hotel stays to an abrupt halt. By 2024, travel had largely 

recovered and Marcus Hotels & Resorts launched a $42 

million rehabilitation of the 1928 tower to revive the 

complex as visitors returned. The recently completed 

project focused on refreshing the historic hotel (now 

nearly 100 years old) for continued use, while preserving 

its defining architecture features. 

The hotel owners and their project team adopted a “light 

touch” approach in keeping with the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. They updated 

finishes, amenities and building systems, but retained 

historic materials and layouts wherever possible. The 

historic public spaces that have defined the hotel since 

its inception remain carefully preserved. This includes 

the first-floor entrance sequence–including the vestibule, 

rotunda and lobby–which greets visitors with its historic 

configuration. For the walls and ceilings, the designers 

selected paint schemes that are compatible with the 

original design and elaborate gilded detailing remains a 

distinctive feature throughout these grand spaces. 

Image courtesy of Heritage Consulting Group 
The Schroeder Hotel opened in Milwaukee in 1928 (the historic dining 
room is shown here).
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On the second floor, the main lobby is laid out just as 

Holabird & Roche designed it, with columns around 

the perimeter and an open atrium at the center. The 

marble flooring, marble and wood wall paneling, plaster 

walls, decorative plaster ceilings, and intricate metal 

ornamentation continue to greet hotel guests in 2026 with 

the same opulence that they did in 1928. Three floors above, 

the hotel’s distinctive “Imperial Staircase” and ballroom 

have been preserved.

With these signature public spaces carefully retained, the 

developers focused more substantial updates on the guest 

rooms to meet contemporary hospitality expectations. 

Even on these floors, the rehabilitation maintained the 

historic interior layouts. Corridors received new carpeting 

and lighting, but are otherwise aligned with their historic 

configurations. In the guest rooms, the project team 

updated the finishes, furnishings, lighting and bathrooms, 

but retained the historic trim to ensure continuity in the 

design. Even Walter Schroeder’s residential suite on the 24th 

floor remains intact; known as Suite 2432, its reception hall, 

living room, dining room, bedroom and service kitchen are 

still laid out just as they were when Schroeder lived “above 

the store,” so to speak.

Streamlined Check-In
In many ways, the Hotel Schroeder’s rehabilitation is a 

typical HTC project, balancing careful preservation with 

thoughtful, targeted modernization. The project was notable, 

however, in the efficiency of its submission and review 

processes by both the state historic preservation office and 

the National Park Service (NPS). HTC projects often require 

extensive documentation, including detailed drawing sets 

that can be both time-consuming and costly. However, 

because the Hotel Schroeder rehabilitation proposed no 

significant changes to floor plans, the NPS permitted a 

simplified submission that required detailed drawings only 

for those limited areas where floor plan changes would take 

place. This streamlined approach significantly reduced the 

review time, minimizing the project’s construction delays. 

The project ultimately received NPS approval without 

any conditions or requests for additional information—an 

unusually smooth review outcome. With approvals in place, 

construction began quickly and regular check-ins ensured 

compliance throughout rehabilitation.

A New Chapter for a Historic Property 
As it did when it first opened nearly a century ago, the 

historic hotel complex remains a vital part of downtown 

Milwaukee’s urban fabric and hospitality economy. Walter 

Schroeder’s vision—and the architects’ and craftsmen’s 

creative execution of that vision—remains legible to each 

guest who checks in. As Marcus Hotels & Resorts sensitively 

balanced preservation and rejuvenation, the building’s 

rehabilitation ensures that the grandeur of the original 

Hotel Schroeder will continue to define the skyline—and 

the hospitality experience—of Milwaukee for decades 

to come. ;

Cindy Hamilton is president of Heritage Consulting Group.
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