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Welcome to Sterling, Illinois
This tour was created by the Sterling Main Street Design Committee to 
showcase the historic assets of Downtown Sterling.  We hope that after 
the tour you will have a better understanding of the City’s importance in 
creative, artistic, architectural and industrial development.  The guide 
identifies interesting buildings and historical sites, and also includes
stories about people and events associated with those sites.  Whether you 
are new to the area, visiting for the first time, or a life-long resident, you 
will find the information educational, interesting and historically 
significant.   

Sterling Main Street encourages property owners within the downtown 
district to participate in the revitalization process, and invites you to 
explore our community’s history.  Sites are listed by street address so you 
may begin or end wherever  you please.   

      Enjoy!

The Moses Royer Home
401 E. 2nd Street

Built in the 1850’s the home of Dr. Moses Royer sat on quiet
 Chestnut Street, now 4th Avenue.  By the 1830’s, the Italianate

style had spread to the United States, where architects began to 
transform it into a truly American design.  The structure is built of
masonry, one of the most expensive building materials of the time. The 
home represents the early design Italianate, with simple eave brackets and 
modest scroll work on the porch.  Its only embellishment is  the main door 
off Chestnut Street and the fence bordering the property.  The expense and 
craftsmanship lavished on this home offers 
a testament to the prosperity and optimism 
of residents of Sterling at the time. The 
Royer home represents one of the few 
remaining pre-Civil war homes left in 
Sterling. 
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Sterling Coliseum  (1931)
212 Third Avenue

The Sterling Coliseum is located on the site of the former Rock Falls 
Manufacturing Co., which produced caskets and hearses from 1883 to 
1924. The present-day building was authorized at an election held 
May 27, 1927. The cost of the land and building was $175,000.  It was 

constructed by Paul Kornman, a local contractor, and dedicated in May 1931. 
The architect, Elmer F. Beherns, also designed the Egyptian Theatre in Dekalb, 
Illinois. The building is of Modernistic design with towers and projections 
extending above the roof line giving a vertical emphasis to the structure.  
Decorative art deco elements appear above windows and doors, and above the 
fountain on the north side of the buidling. During the 
1930’s and 40’s there was a rooftop garden where 
orchestras played for moonlight dances.  The roof 
garden was removed in the 1940’s, and the fountain 
was filled in the early 1960’s. The Coliseum is 
currently the home of Sterling’s City Hall and in 
2013 underwent major interior renovations. 

Central Park 
W. 4th Street at Brinks Circle

This location was the center of an early settlement called Chatham.  Nelson 
Mason, one of the original settlers of this area, built a large stone mansion 
where the Raymond James office building is now located.  Mr. Mason gave 
the land for the park to the City. The location failed to become the business 

center because stores and factories located closer to the railroad and river. A wood 
bandstand and wading pool were once located in the park. The pool was filled in 
because people threw trash in it and dogs swam in it.

There are four Civil War-era cannon in the park, named after Civil War Generals 
Grant, Sherman, Logan and Sheridan.  The two cannon which face north have 
U.S. stamped on them and say Patented 1861.  Old photos identify these two as 
Grant and Sherman.  There is a shorter cannon facing south and one facing east.  
A local man, Jack Lyle, had both of his hands blown off when firing one of the 
cannon during a celebration in the park.

Soldiers’ Monument (1890)
at Central Park

On July 4, 1890 people from miles around poured into Sterling 
to witness the dedication of the Soldiers’ Monument in Central 
Park.  Spearheaded by Moses Dillon, a Civil War veteran, the 
Soldiers’ Monument Association raised $5,000 to erect this 
impressive statue.  It was constructed by McGee Marble & 
Granite Co. of Chicago. 

2

3



The 50 foot shaft rests on 2 squares of marble, each weighing 10 tons.  The soldier 
at the top is 7’6” high.  The names of 217 local Civil War veterans are engraved on 
the pedestal; many are buried at Riverside Cemetery.  The monument was 
presented to the City of Sterling in 1890 by the Soldiers’ Monument Association.  
It was considered the outstanding memorial of its kind in northern Illinois.  (See 
also the cover photo of this guide)

Grandon Civic Center (1937)
at Central Park

Funds to erect a music pavilion in Central Park 
were donated to the City of Sterling by D. W. 
Grandon, publisher and owner of the Sterling 
Daily Gazette.  The structure was designed by 
Gilbert A. Johnson, a Rockford architect, and 
constructed by John H. Powers, a local contractor. 
White Portland concrete with stucco cladding was 
used to construct the four graduated arches designed to amplify music and sound.  
The arched portion is supported on steel beams bent to fit the curve of the arch. 
Dressing rooms on each side of the band shell are of light colored brick.  Summer 
band concerts are held here as well as political gatherings, church functions and 
other community events.

Sterling Daily Gazette Building (1935)
312 2nd Avenue

This white brick building was the home of the Sterling Daily Gazette from 
1935 to 2000.  Designed by architect Gilbert A. Johnson of Rockford, who 
also designed Grandon Civic Center, it is considered one of the finest 
examples of Art Deco architecture in Illinois.  The prominent entrance 

tower is 41 feet in height and is faced with terra cotta.  Above the entrance door 
are four bas relief panels symbolizing Agriculture, Art, Printing and 
Transportation.  The tower is illuminated by colored lights.  Other decorative 
elements are the wings at the top of the tower, the design in the panel above the 
tower keystone, the floral motif at the top of extended columns, and the strong 
vertical emphasis typical of Art Deco style.  The building was purchased in June 
2000 by Dr. Michael Krueger and converted into an office building which today is 
the home of True Smiles, a dental practice.  This is an excellent example of 
adaptive reuse of an historical building.

First Congregational Church (1897-98)
311 2nd Avenue

Construction of this church began in 1897.  It was completed and dedicated 
in April 1898.  The building was designed by Wesley A. Arnold, a Chicago
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architect.  The architectural style of the building is 
Richardsonian Romanesque, which features the use of 
contrasting textures of brick and stone, rounded arches 
with short squat columns to support them, deeply recessed 
windows often grouped in strips or bands of three or more, 
and two towers - one circular with a conical roof, and a 
square bell tower.

Construction of the church was supervised by P. T. Van Horne, a local contractor.  
The masonry work was supervised by Bert Johnson and Reuben Ramsdell.  A 
young German immigrant named John Lingham was recruited to build the arches.  
He remained in Sterling and built many local homes featuring arched entryways 
or towers.  The completed cost of the structure was $25,000.  In 1995 the church 
was placed on the National Register of Historic Places.  Restoration of the more 
than 60 original stained glass windows in 2016-2017 was completed.

Reitzel Building & Commercial Block (1896)
202-210 E. 3rd Street

This two story brick commercial block was erected in 1896.  The corner 
building at 202 E. 3rd was the Flour & Feed Store of Lewis Reitzel.  The 
name Reitzel appears on the cornice of the building.  The 1908 City 

Directory lists a barber, two confectionary shops, and the Hey Brothers milk depot 
in this block.  

Lawrence Building (1914) 
101 E. 3rd Street

This 5-story building was financed by local industrialist John H. 
Lawrence.  It was designed by Chicago architects Raeder & Woods and 
considered to be Sterling’s first skyscraper by local residents.  It had the 

first passenger elevator in Whiteside County.  This was an open elevator and 
passengers could see the cables pulling the elevator from floor to floor.  In 1914 
this building was the hub of the twin cities’ professional world.  The offices in the 
building were quickly occupied by realtors, insurance companies, architects, 
lawyers, doctors and dentists until the 1970’s when many tenants moved out 
during a renovation project.  At that time the wide upper windows in the building 
were bricked over and replaced with the long narrow panes of glass. The ancient 
open elevator was replaced.  In 1996 part of the building was remodeled to serve 
as Whiteside County’s Eastern Branch Court facility.  The remodeling of this 
building serves as an excellent example of adaptive reuse of a historic building 
and preservation of a local landmark.  Further restoration began in 2016 for the 
Lawrence Lofts, bringing 20 residential apartment units to the 4 upper floors of 
the former office tower. The wide upper windows were opened up once again.
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Central Trust and Savings Bank (1928) 
302 First Avenue

The Central Trust and Savings Bank was designed by architect G. W. 
Ashby of Chicago.  Mr. Ashby was also the architect for the Sterling 
Masonic Temple and several other 

local landmark structures.  Herman V. 
Bittorf, a prominent local banker and 
industrialist, financed and supervised the 
construction of this 6-story building which 
became Sterling’s new skyscraper (1 story 
taller than the Lawrence Building) and 
had the first enclosed elevator in the area.  
Mr. Bittorf was associated with National 
Manufacturing Co. and was president of 
the Central Trust & Savings Bank at the 
time of his death in 1931.  The name of the 
bank changed to Central National Bank in 
1936, and is now the location of Midland 
States Bank. 

First Sterling National Bank
22-24 E. 3rd Street

Upon the merger of the First National Bank and Sterling National Bank 
in 1925-26, the newly formed “First Sterling National Bank” relocated to  
the corner of  First Avenue and E. 3rd Street. In January 1934 it became 

The National Bank of Sterling.  In 1964 a ground 
breaking was held for the relocation of the banks. 
The building was then remodeled for office 
space.  Past occupants of the building include a 
restaurant and night club, and it is currently the 
home of Showplace Antiques & Treasures.

First National Bank (1906)
15 E. 3rd Street

This was originally the site of a private bank established by W. A. 
Sanborn in the 1850’s.  In 1870 the First National Bank of Sterling 
was organized and in 1874 a new brick bank building designed by 

local architect James F. Platt was erected.  In 1906 that building was 
extensively remodeled and rebuilt.  The architect was Emory Stanford Hall, 
who was also the architect for the Sterling Public Library.  The ornate 
decorative terra cotta frieze band at the top of this building was added during
the 1906 remodeling project.  In 1925-26 the First National Bank and Sterling
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National Bank (located across the street at 14-16 E. 3rd 
Street) merged and erected a new building on the northwest 
corner of E. 3rd Street and First Avenue. This bank was 
called First Sterling National Bank.

Walgreen’s Drug Store occupied this building from 1939 
until 1986.  In 1990 it was converted into a law office, and is 
now the Law Offices of Miller & Lancaster.

Clark, Giddings & Co.
11 E. 3rd Street

This building was a jewelry and watch store during the late 1800’s and 
early 1900’s.   From 1923 to 1926-27 it became Farmers’ and 
Merchants State Bank which became Central Trust & Savings in 1928 

or 1929, and moved to a new location (where Midland States Bank is now).  Since 
1929 the building has been occupied by a variety of businesses including finance 
and insurance companies, a shoe store (Service Shoe Store), a hobby shop, and 
interior decorating.  There are many unique architectural elements on this 
building starting with the decorative curved top of the building.  Below are 
modillions interspersed with paired brackets.  On the cornice there are rectangular 
panels, each with a decorative design, and dentils above.  The window crowns 
also have a decorative design in the center and 
on each corner with a drop ornament at the lower 
ends.  In an attempt to modernize the building, the 
lower part of the façade was covered with glass tile.  
This is an example of an architecturally significant 
building which is in the process of being preserved.  
Further rennovations were completed in 2017 and 
opened as Champs on Light Street in 2018.

Sterling National Bank/Chester’s Department Store (1910)
14 E. 3rd Street

This building is an example of the Classical Revival style of 
architecture which was made popular in this country by the World’s 
Columbian Exposition held in Chicago in 1893.  Eli Hess, a well-known 

local contractor constructed this brick and terra cotta building for the John M. Galt 
estate to house the Sterling National Bank.  The bank occupied this building until 
1931 when it merged with the First National Bank and moved to a new location.  
The building was then occupied by Chester’s Department Store until 1973, and 
by Leroux Jewelers from 1974 to 1988.  The building was renovated in 2010 with 
the assistance of a Sterling Main Street Façade Grant, and is currently the home of 
Smoked on 3rd BBQ Bistro. 
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Decorative features of this building are many. 
They include: the two story Corinthian 
columns and pilasters with capitals embellished 
with acanthus leaves and small volutes; small 
figureheads are interspersed on the cornice with 
modillions below, each faced with an acanthus 
flower; below the modillions is a stringcourse of 
dentils; the frieze combines large acanthus flowers, the acanthus leaf, and a 
circular design;  the architrave consists of three rows of terra cotta blocks with 
paterae interspersed in the middle row.

The outer two second story windows have a wide decorative 
border.  Below each of these windows and on the west side 
of the building there is cartouche combined with the acanthus 
leaf.  On two of the cartouche the initials JMG are entwined, 
with the letters EST. below.  One is inscribed with the date 
A.D. 1910. Above the cornice there is a band of terra cotta 
embellished with the Greek Key design.

Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Passenger Depot (1883)
211 Locust Street

The remodeled passenger depot of the CB&Q Railroad, erected in 1883, 
is now the home of the Sauk Valley Area Chamber of Commerce.  In 
January of 1883 it was announced that the CB&Q Railroad had purchased 
property on Locust Street in Sterling to build passenger and freight depots.

In April 1883 work began on construction of a CB&Q railroad bridge between 
Sterling and Rock Falls.  The covered wood bridge, 1200 foot in length, was 
completed that year.  It was known as the longest covered bridge in Illinois.  In 
1888 this covered bridge was destroyed by fire.  
It was rebuilt, but covered with sheets of metal.  
In the early 1900’s the metal covering was 
removed and passengers could see the river 
from the bridge.  Fires also caused damage to 
the structure in 1920 and 1929.  The railroad 
bridge was located east of the First Avenue 
Bridge and was demolished in the mid-1980’s.  
The depot became the home of the Chamber of 
Commerce in 1986.
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Academy of Music (1877)
320 Locust Street

The red brick building on the southeast corner of Fourth Street and 
Locust was financed by local industrialists Thomas A. Galt and 
George S. Tracy.  It was designed by a local architect, James F. Platt.  

The building housed stores, a reading room and library, the post office and an 
auditorium and theatre on the upper floor where famous musicians and actors 
performed.  Local activities such as school plays, graduations and talent shows 
were also held here.  For almost 50 
years, the Academy of Music was the 
center of entertainment and culture for 
this City.  In 1925 the theatre closed, 
but various businesses and professional 
people occupied rooms in the building 
until it became a Sears store in the early 
1950’s.  It has been occupied as D&E 
Furniture since 1980.

Sterling Theater
402 Locust Street

Originally built in 1924 for vaudeville and stage acts, the theater was 
partially destroyed by fire on July 9, 1943. It was rebuilt in an Art 
Moderne style designed by local 

architect John R. McLane and opened on 
September 28, 1944. One of the features of 
the rebuilt Sterling Theater was a lighted 
tower, which became a beacon for 
entertainment in downtown Sterling. 

In a collaborative civic effort, the Theater was acquired and renovated by the 
Greater Sterling Development Corporation in 2013.  Under an independent 
theater management group, the tower of Sterling Theater is lit once again!

Mead’s Bike Shop
414 Locust

From an automobile dealership in 1937, to a furniture store, food 
market, and several other incarnations, the 
former home of Ben Franklin Printing has 

many tales to tell.  Purchased by Mead’s Bike Shop 
in 2011, and later expanded, the building was 
revitalized with the assistance of a Sterling Main 
Street Façade Grant.
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Lincoln Highway (1914)   
The Lincoln Highway was America’s first great transcontinental road 
for use by automobiles. It began in New York and ended 3,331 miles 
later in San Francisco, passing through 13 states.  The Highway enters 
Sterling from the east near Emerald Hill Golf Course and follows 

Fourth Street to Broadway. The route then jogs south to Third Street (then a 
2-way street), and continued west to 2nd Avenue where it turned north to Fourth 
Street, then west on Fourth to the city limits.  The Lincoln Highway Association 
located in Franklin Grove, Illinois is dedicated to preserving this as part of local 
history.

Sterling Public Library (1904-05)
102 W. 4th Street

Prior to the construction of the present-day library, there was a library 
located in the Academy of Music building (from 1878-1889).  In 1889 
the library moved to rooms in the new city building which was located 

on the northwest corner of Fourth Street and First Avenue which is now a 
parking lot.

In December of 1902 a local businessman, R.S. Philips, applied to Andrew 
Carnegie for funds to finance construction of a 
new library. Less than two weeks later a reply 
from Carnegie was received with an offer of 
$15,000, later increased to $17,500. In April 
1903 the conditions of the gift were accepted by 
the city council. Emory Stanford Hall, a Chicago 
architect, was engaged to draw up the plans.

The Sterling Public Library opened to the public in November 1905. The total 
cost of the building was $32,000; with funding provided  by Andrew Carnegie 
($17,500), City of Sterling ($13,700), and local citizens ($1,050). In addition, 
the City purchased the lot for $4,700. The site was enlarged by the purchase of 
a strip of land ten feet wide by  a private donor. The building was constructed of 
brown paving brick and gray Bedford stone with a copper architrave and a green 
slate roof.  Additions were made to the building in 1986 and 1995.

Masonic Temple Building (1900)  
111-113 W. 3rd Street

The original structure on this site was called the Wallace Opera House, 
built in 1857 by Hugh Wallace.  The four story brick building was 
purchased by the Sterling Masons in 1886 and remodeled creating a 
two-story lodge on the third and fourth floors.  The Sterling Club (a 

social club) rented the second floor and a furniture store occupied the first floor.

17

18

19



On December 19, 1898 a fire caused extensive 
damage to the interior of the building, but left 
the walls in adequate condition for rebuilding.  
Riverside, Illinois architect George W. Ashby 
designed the new Chateauseque styled 
building, salvaging as much of the original 
building material as possible.  The original 
stone foundation, first story brick wall and 
portions of the second story were reused for 
the new building.  The new brick walls were built on top of the old walls, and a 
new front façade was added to the building.  The structure was dedicated in May 
of 1900.

This style of architecture was inspired by French chateaus and popularized in 
this country by Richard Morris Hunt who designed the renowned Biltmore 
Estate for the Vanderbilt family.  The Chateauesque details on the Masonic 
Temple building include the high steeply-pitched mansard roof (originally tile), 
the high steeply-pitched gabled dormers with decorative designs, and buttresses 
with terra cotta griffins.  This style of architecture was only briefly popular 
(1880-1910) and this is the only known building of the style in Sterling.  A 
unique structure, it has been listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Mercantile Co. Building (1877)
117 W. 3rd Street

This three-story brick building was financed by James Wallace in 1877.  
It was occupied by the Sterling Mercantile Co. and divided into five 
departments where hardware, groceries, clothing, household items, 
yard goods, carpeting, curtains and wallpaper could be purchased.  The 

building was really Sterling’s first shopping mall.  Note the five recessed 
entranceways flanked by iron columns on the front façade.  Also note the long, 
narrow windows with flat metal window hoods and decorative side pieces.  
There are dentils on the cornice above the entrance door.  The architect was 
James F. Platt.

In 1880 the Sterling Mercantile Co. moved to
the corner of Third Street and Locust.  City 
directories indicate the building was then 
occupied for the next 60 years by various 
types of businesses and manufacturers.  
The Fred Boese Sales Store was at this address 
from 1946 until 2007.   Purchased in 2013 by a local development group,  
restoration of the exterior of this majestic building began in 2017.

■  ■  ■  ■  ■
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