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M E M O R A N D U M  

TO:  Heritage Preservation Commission 

FROM: Jim Voll, Principal City Planner, (612) 673-3887 

DATE: May 3, 2016 

SUBJECT: National Register of Historic Places Nomination – Grain Belt Beer Sign (4 Island 
Avenue West) 

 

 

Background 
On February 29, 2016, the Minnesota Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) sent 
the Minneapolis Heritage Preservation Commission a letter requesting comments on the 
nomination of the Grain Belt Beer Sign to the National Register of Historic Places (Attachment 
A).  The property is located at 4 Island Avenue West in Minneapolis. 

 

As a Certified Local government, the Commission is required by federal law to participate in 
the National Register nomination process as follows:  

o Afford the public a reasonable opportunity to comment on the nomination; 
o Prepare a report as to whether or not the subject property is eligible for National 

Register listing; and 
o Have the chief local elected official (the Mayor) submit this report and his/her 

recommendation to the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Officer within sixty days 
of notice from the SHPO.1 

 

                                                

1 More than a simple comment letter, this report provides the City with significant decision 
making power in the matter. If both the Commission and the chief local elected official recommend that 
the subject property should not be nominated to the National Register, the SHPO shall take no further 
action, unless within thirty days of the receipt of such recommendation by the SHPO an appeal is filed 
with the State. If such an appeal is filed, the State shall follow the procedures for making nomination 
pursuant to established procedures.  Even then, the City’s report and recommendations are included 
with the nomination submitted by the State to the Keeper of the National Register. 
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The sign’s owner, the August Schell Brewing Company, has retained Hess, Roise and Company 
to nominate the subject property to the National Register of Historic Places. The sign is in the 
St. Anthony Falls Historic District, but is non-contributing.  The owner proposes to have the 
sign listed in the National Register primarily to have it recognized and also to make it eligible 
for potential grant funding sources.  

 

Attachment A includes a copy of the nomination, prepared by Hess, Roise and Company, for 
your review and comment. 

 

Previous Reviews 
The property has not been included in any reconnaissance survey or historic review beyond the 
1971 designation of the St. Anthony Falls Historic District. 

  

Nomination Review 
To be eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places, a property must be 
significant within a given context and retain its integrity, defined as its ability to communicate 
that significance.   

 

Significance 

The nomination has identified that the Grain Belt Beer Sign meets National Register Criterion 
A - the property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 
broad patterns of our history. The area of significance identified is Commerce with a Period of 
Significance of 1950-1966.   

 
The Grain Belt Beer sign is a freestanding porcelain-enamel sign in the shape of a large 
(approximately 48 feet by 48 feet) bottle cap. The face consists of the Grain Belt diamond logo, 
the Minneapolis Brewing Company “M” logo, and copy that reads “Grain Belt Beer.” It is 
located south of DeLaSalle High School and west of the Hennepin Avenue Bridge on Nicollet 
Island in downtown Minneapolis. The sign was originally installed on the roof of the Marigold 
Ballroom at 1330-1342 Nicollet Avenue and was moved to its current location on Nicollet 
Island in 1950. 

 

The Period of Significance relates to the history of Minneapolis Brewing Company and to the 
company’s advertising strategies. The period of significance is from 1950 when the sign was 
installed to 1966 following the fifty-year guideline. 

 

The Minneapolis Brewing Company was created by combining the John Orth Brewing 
Company, the Heinrich Brewing Association, the Germania Brewing Company, and the F. D. 
Noerenberg Brewing and Malthouse. In 1892, the Company constructed a large Brewery at 
1220 Marshall Street NE and continued brewing at that site until 1975. The brewery complex 
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was listed on the National Register in 1990.  While the company closed in 1975, the brand was 
sold to G. Heileman Brewing Company (La Crosse, WI) in 1975, to the Minnesota Brewing 
Company in 1991, and to August Schell Brewing Company (New Ulm, MN) in 2001 and the 
beer continues to be produced and sold today. 

 

The company originally marketed its beer through point-of-sale merchandise such as trays, 
mugs, and posters. In the 1930s, after the repeal of prohibition, advertising expanded to include 
signage, advertisement on streetcars and in newspapers, as well as ads on the radio. The 
company also began utilizing outdoor advertising such as the Grain Belt Beer sign.   

 

The Grain Belt Beer Sign is a typical example of early twentieth century outdoor advertising, 
including the use of porcelain enamel and neon, construction at a scale to be viewed by 
vehicles, and placement on the rooftops of buildings. After World War II, porcelain enamel and 
neon signs became rarer as they were replaced by rectangular billboards and by materials easier 
to maintain and install such as plastic. 

 

The sign is an iconic advertisement for the most commonly produced beer in Minneapolis at 
the time. It is a visual landmark on the Mississippi River representative of a time from when 
there was outdoor advertising on the river.  

 

Please see the attached Nation Register Nomination prepared by Hess, Roise and Company, 
for a more detailed description of the sign’s history and significance. 

 

Integrity 

The National Register of Historic Places divides integrity into seven aspects: location, design, 
setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. Possessing several, and usually most of 
these aspects allows resources to successfully communicate their historical significance within a 
given context.2 The sign retains all aspects of integrity.   

 

It has integrity of location. It has been at the current location on Nicollet Island for sixty-six 
years.  

 

It has integrity of design, materials, and workmanship. The original porcelain enamel panels are 
intact and appear to be in good condition.  While the lighting is inoperable, it is extant and can 
be repaired. There is a non-historic sign attached to the rear side of the Grain Belt Beer sign 
that can be removed.  

                                                

2 National Park Service, How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation (Washington: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1998) 44-49. 
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It has integrity of setting.  While slightly diminished by the removal of buildings and signage from 
Nicollet Island and the reconstruction of the Hennepin Avenue Bridge, it is still is an area 
bounded by DeLaSalle High School, the Hennepin Avenue Bridge, and the Mississippi River. 

 

It has integrity of feeling. The sign maintains the historic materials and design that identify it as 
an early twentieth century outdoor advertising sign for Grain Belt Beer. 

 

It has integrity of association.  The sign is clearly an advertisement for the Grain Belt Brewing 
Company, which is representative of the history of brewing in Minneapolis. 

 

Staff Recommendation: 
Staff recommends the Commission adopt this CPED report, approve the nomination to the 
National Register of Historic Places, and direct staff to transmit a letter summarizing the report 
to the State Historic Preservation Officer.    

 

Attachments 
A. Grain Belt Beer Sign National Register of Historic Places Nomination prepared by Hess, 

Roise and Company 
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