Hayley Fast

Writing Sample: Assignment composed for Literary Journalism about a place in Winona, MN

Talk about a time warp. Walk into the Lobby of Merchants Bank, in Winona, Minnesota and risk being transported to another era. 

I can hear the echoes of conversations spoken completely in German. A teller counting bills for a lumber mill worker, his words bouncing off the walls and reverberating into the open space: “Eins. Zwei. Drei. Vier. Funf.” Hushed whispers spread gossip from the mouths of housewives who have gathered in their designated room to wait while their husbands finish the day’s business. 

The teller stands behind thick, black bars that span from one end of the room to the other. Past the counter there's a safe the size of a tractor wheel surrounded by a thick mosaic of green and yellow glass shards. Created to look like a burial tomb, it holds up to $100,000. Sunlight peers in through the two walls of glass and my eyes follow the pattern as the rippling rays dance across the kaleidoscope frame.

I can smell the pungent cloud created by men puffing cigarettes in the men’s business room. I can taste the smoke in my own mouth mixed with sweet-sharp tang of new wood. 

“Hayley…what are you doing?”
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Pop. My daydream bubble has burst. Hop back through the rabbit hole and I’m sitting in the lobby of the bank in present time admiring its craftsmanship. It’s charm. It’s ability to recreate a simpler time in my mind in a matter of minutes. To be honest, usually, during my normal working hours, I hardly notice this space's finer qualities. At those times its just a big empty cube. With lots of brick and glass. Normally, I’m rushing through, talking too loudly, forgetting that my words will carry easily here. Or waiting for a teller, who is no longer hidden behind jail bars, for change from my ten dollar bill. 


But here, and now, in this half-hour space, when I've taken the time to really appreciate it, I have become completely transfixed. Literally, for twenty minutes, I have been trying to figure out how to describe what the glass looks like when the sunlight hits it. The two walls facing Third and Walnut streets tower with rectangles of green and gold glass, all original, for half the building’s height. At this point I’m thinking a description is almost impossible. Nothing seems quite right. Splatter paint of grey and gold? A tye-dying of metals? Simply put, the aqua green glass turns bi-colored in the sun. It even hurts my eyes after studying it for so long. It shimmers a combination of gold and grey at the same time, although it appears mostly gold to the unsearching eye. The combination of the two is not a solid break. There are sharp lines and contrasts. It almost looks like a painter made a mistake, stopping his stroke in the middle of the canvas, and left the colors unequal, almost sloppy. But this effect is magical, unexplainable; some who come to the building just to admire the glass might even call it spiritual.


Sally Mogren, the bank’s historian, will tell you anything and everything about the lobby’s history. I ask her for a tour and end up using many of my active listening skills for well over forty minutes. Surprisingly, I am enjoying myself as I learn that the bank’s design was originally intended for Winona National but they turned it down. Sally tells me about the painting that spans the entire length of wall behind the teller area and how the artist, Albert Fleury, selected the colors to match the glass walls exactly. I am amazed to hear that the city wanted to tear down the building in the late 60's and create a new one with the roofline similar to that of a pizza hut. Yes, really. A pizza hut. Sally explains how the people of Winona cried out in protest. She says that the region, and even the country, got involved because the building was the biggest and best example of Prairie School architecture. She tells me that the design was created by contemporaries of Louis Sullivan: William Purcell, George Elmslie, and George Feick. I learn that a new P.A. system has been built into the lobby for special after hour’s events. She says that the skylight is powered by lights now, not the sun. This space is now literally a mix of old and new.


The newest historical addition to the lobby is a vault door from the original bank vault which is located in the basement of the building. While I’ve been listening to Sally, an older man has been mixing paint to complete some final touches. The door is mostly grey with accents of gold, a few swirls of black, and a small landscape painting in the center. The painter mixes black paint and practices mimicking the black swirl stroke on a piece of paper before laying his brush on the real deal. The paint smell only permeates this small area – from the door to teller row to a small row of cushy, and somewhat antique-looking, green chairs. After my tour I grab a chair at the end of the row and turn it to face the lobby. This is when I get lost in my escape down imaginary memory lane.


I spend a long time sitting in this chair. I’m trying to catalog the noises. The smells. I find taste the hardest of all. An intake of breath is dry here and there’s a tinge of old wood on my tongue. Since the lobby has been replicated to its original 1912 design it makes sense. The last overhaul on space was done in 1972. After obtaining the original plans from Willam Percull’s estate, the bank decided to restore the lobby to its original condition. The check stands were remade, the light fixtures created and hand-rubbed to glow just as they did when the bank first opened. The brick was replaced along the teller area and skylight was recreated – the original damaged by Minnesota winters – and backed by fluorescent lights. The building was put on the National Registry of Historic Places in 1975.
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Another breath in and I can smell apple cinnamon all around me like a fog. It permeates every sniff from my chair to a check stand across the room to teller row. I give up on finding the source of the smell after a few minutes; it appears to be hidden well. During all of these interactions,my surrounding are saturated with constant and random noises, which when mixed together, create a melodic sort of business buzz. It’s a combination of chatter—between various combinations of customers and employees—the click and clop of keyboards, a ringing phone, feet moving from carpet to brick, the printing of a receipt—Ch-Ch-Ch-Ch-Bing—and the radio, which is softly tuned to a local radio station. All routine. All echoing throughout the “cube encased in glass and brick” – a Sally term – and when it’s busy the space has a beat all of its own.


On any given day the lobby of Merchants can look and smell different. For holidays a number of festive decorations are placed neatly and precisely around the room. During my time observing the space, Sally has placed Halloween pumpkins on a table and set out themed coloring sheets for a contest the bank is hosting. Fall floral arrangements adorn the teller windows. There’s fake plants everywhere. Not just for holidays. A row of green plastic ferns and treesTo signals the end of teller service and the beginning of the Investment Center. It looks like what your bare cupboard when its time to go grocery shopping. A friend of mine has a game where she tries to see how long she can make meals with these odd ingredients – it’s called Chinese smorgasbord. Leftover and forgotten remnants remain piled together in a somewhat confusing and sad disarray. It looks like a mistake. Like it’s only temporary. But from what I can remember, those plants have been sitting in the same position for at least two years.


I feel very small when taking this all in. The space is so impressive, so large, so grand that I’m an ant in the scheme of this building’s prestige, and even size. The funny thing is, for a lobby that you’d think would be so intimidating…it’s pretty welcoming. The colors are warm. The room itself temperature-wise is cozy – I’m almost too hot sitting in my chair. Everyone says “Hi.” Everyone smiles. That’s the thing about this building that I bet hasn’t changed at all. Very Cheers-esque: Where everybody knows your name. Through all the transformations, even that  time when strip lighting was put in and horribly tacky marble check stands crowded the lobby, even when they covered the skylight over with plywood, even when the smoke was so thick on Fleury’s painting that you didn’t even know he painted it, the people still made this lobby a place that’s worth the trip.

