Cathedral Square

The history of Cathedral square provides a fascinating chapter in the establishment of Milwaukee County government.

In August of 1835, while this region was still part of the Michigan Territory, legislation was enacted authorizing the creation of a court system and establishment of county government.  The Village of Milwaukee was designated as the seat of government for Milwaukee County whose boundaries at that time extended from Lake Michigan westward to the present site of Madison and north from the Illinois line to almost Lake Winnebago.

The first courthouse was constructed at the site by Solomon Juneau, Morgan L. Martin and others in 1836.  The building was an attractive two-story structure 40 feet wide by 50 feet deep on the north side of the park near what is now Kilbourn Avenue.  Its main entrance faced south toward the park which Juneau and Martin had given to the citizens of their township for public purposes.

By the early 1840’s, a complex of public buildings including the first county jail had been built adjacent to the courthouse.

During the Civil War era, the park land south of the courthouse served on occasion as an assembly area for Milwaukee units going off to or returning from the battlefield.  After the war a decision was made to replace this original courthouse with a building that could adequately serve the needs of county government.

The second courthouse completed in 1873, was a significantly larger structure than the original and occupied much of the north side of the park.  This facility served Milwaukee County until 1931 when the current building was completed.  Ultimately, in 1939 the second courthouse was razed thus providing downtown Milwaukee with 2.3 acres of open space.
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