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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL ( I F  KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Although Parkersburg has changed phys i ca l ly  and new bu i ld ings  have been 
e r e c t e d ,  t h e  Wood County Courthouse remains im?osing s t r u c t u r e .  Typica l  of  
PLchardsonian ;icmaiiesque a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  i t  i s  massive i n  scope,  y e t  s u b t l e  i n  
des ign ,  and has not  l o s t  i t s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i n t e g r i t y  over t h e  years .  A s  seen  
i n  t h e  foi lowing d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  t h i s  bu i ld ing  was we l l  planned, s o l i d l y  
cons t ruc t ed  and has become a  cher i shed  landmark f o r  t he  c i t i z e n s  of Wood County. 

The Wood County Courthouse i s  a  t h r e e  and one-half s t o r y  masonry s t r u c t u r e  
faced  i n  rock-face s tone .  This  i n t r i c a t e l y  decorated and carved bu i ld ing  cove r s  
an a r e a  of 88 x  99 f e e t  and has a  magni f icent  100  foo t  en t rance  tower. There 
a r e  main recessed  arched openings t o  both Market and Third S t r e e t s  and secondary 
openings t o  t h e  no r theas t  and southwest .  Each entrance a rch  is  comprised of  
smootn s t o n e  vou i s so i r s  and g r a n i t e  p i e r s  whose impost and c a p i t a l s  a r e  r i c h l y  
carved f o l i a t e  p a t t e r n s  and gro tesqxes .  The a r c h i b e l t  of t h e  a rch  i n t r a d o s  a t  
t h e  Market and Third S t r e e t  e l e v a t i o n s  i s  r i c h l y  carved. 

Over t he  southwest en t r ance ,  cen tered  i n  t he  carved s tone  above . t h e  door ,  
i s  t h e  b u s t  of a  laughing woman, arms up ra i sed ,  supporting what appears  t o  b e  a  
b a s k e t  o r  a  crown. The c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  above the  oppos i te ,  o r  Third S t r e e t  en- 
t r a n c e ,  i s  t h e  b u s t  of  a man carved wi th  a  solemn expression,  heavy moustache, 
and a  long flowing beard.  H i s  up ra i sed  a n t s  a r e  so well  executed t h a t  d e t a i l s  
o f  t h e  hands a r e  p l a i n l y  d i s c e r n i b l e  from t h e  s t r e e t .  Above t h e  head, t h e r e  is  
carved a  f u l l ,  round f a c e  with l i n e s  streaming f ~ o m  it, perhaps s i g n i f y i n g  t h e  
r a y s  of t h e  sun. 

- ? -  

The Courthouse con ta ins  s e v e r a l  SGe~ ly -h i ; i&ed  wall  dofmei-~---the x o s t  
e l a b o r a t e  one has t h r e e  c i r c l e s  t h a t  form a  t r i a n g l e  i n  i t s  gable .  They a l l  
have s t o n e  coping and coupled windows. The roof is hipped ar.6 w i t h  t h e  ex- 
cep t ion  of  the dormer and tower i n t e r r u p t i o n s ,  t he  bui ld ing  i s  encompassed by 
a  d e n t i c u l a t e d  cornice.  

The uni formi ty  of t h e  window placements ,  t h e  massive Romanescpe tower,  and 
t h e  i n t r i c a t e  d e t a i l s  of t h e  scu lp tu red  f i g u r e s  a r e  c e r t a i n l y  r a r e  t r e a s u r e s .  
For  example, above t h e  s i d e  ( e a s t )  en t r ance  i s  a  t o u r e l l e  which extends t o  t h e  
hipped roo f .  I t  i s  marked by s e v e r a l  arched windows and r e s t s  upon a  base of  
b e a u t i f u l l y  scu lp tured  acanthus leaves .  Two sun-burst f aces  and t h e  f a c e  of a 
cherub d e c o r a t e  t h e  f i e l d .  In  t h e  c e n t e r  of t h e  acanthus f i e l d  i s  t h e  crowned 
t o r s o  of a  hearded god; h i s  u p l i f t e d  arms f o r n  a  console and h i s  acanthus 
covered m i d r i f t  extends through t h e  keystone of t he  doorway belo-..?. 

Of cou r se ,  t h e  i n t e r i o r  of t h e  Courthouse has l o s t  much of i t s  o r i g i n a l  
symmetry due t o  expedient  a d d i t i o n s  and remodeling. For example, t h e  o r i g i n a l  
courtroom was two f l o o r s  i n  h e i g h t ,  and i t s  ou t s ide  lobby reached t o  t h e  roof 
w i th  a huge s t a ined -g la s s  dome. I n  t ime,  a  nev f l o o r  was b u i l t  d iv id ing  t h e  
courtroom and t h e  lobby h o r i z o n t a l l y  i n t o  two spaces and t h e  dome was removed. 
Items i n  t h e  i n t e r i o r  t h a t  should r ece ive  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n  a r e  one i r o n  s t a i r -  
:,:?.y, th? s t a i n e d  g l a s s  windo~d of ths  c o u r t r : ~ ~ ,  th* c a > i = a l s  of tile str. .~c t u r a l  
p i e r s ,  and p o r t i o n s  of t h e  mosaic f l o o r .  
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I n  s u m a r y ,  whether it i s  decided t h a t  the  i n t e r i o r  would be c h i e f l y  j u s t i f i e d  
f o r  museum use ,  p r iva te  o f f i c e s ,  o r  continued use a s  the  center  of county govern- 
ment, t h e  building should remain a s  a community landmark. A s  s t a t e d  by a r c h i t e c t  
Perry E .  Borchers of Ohio S t a t e  Univers i ty ,  "For i t s  ex te r io r  q u a l i t y  a lone ,  t h i s  
bui ld ing c l e a r l y  deserves a p lace  on t h e  National Register of H i s t o r i c  Places."  I 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

When Wood County was e s t a b l i s h e d  by t h e  Vi rg in i a  Assembly i n  1798, i t s  o f f i c i a l  
bus ines s  was conducted i n  t h e  home of Hugh Phs lps ,  from which Wood County's f i r s t  
s h e r i f f ,  Colonel W i l l i a m  Lowther, c a r r i e d  o u t  t h e  ob l iga t ions  of h i s  o f f i c e .  AS t h e  
county grew wi th  the  commerce t h a t  flowed on t h e  Ohio and L i t t l e  Kanawha r i v e r s ,  a  
new two-story bui ld ing  of hewn logs  was b u i l x  ahmt 330 f e e t  fro;. t h e  31.io RF~rer ,  
f a c i n g  t h e  L i t t l e  Kanawha. I t  was t h e r e  t h a t  t h e  c i t i z e m  adopted resc>lil"-ions .. in-- 
forming t h e  governor and p r e s i d e n t  of izhe "Duri---Zlenncrhassetk cc!xipiracy. This  

s t r u c t u r e  was i n  u se  from 1802 t o  1817 and was probably t h e  f i r s t  p u b l i c  b u i l d i n g  
i n  Parkersburg.  Since t h e  upper f l o o r  was used a s  t h e  courthouse and t h e  lower as 
t h e  j a i l ,  t h e  s tocks ,  p i l l o r y ,  and whipping p o s t  were i n  evidence nearby. 

The next  courthouse,  b u i l t  i n  1817, was moved from t h e  r i v e r s  and l o c a t e d  on 
  hat i s  known today a s  Court Square. Th i s  b u i l d i n g  s tood on land donated t o  t h e  
county by W i l l i a m  and Mary Robinson. They had purchased t h e  p rope r ty  from Nary ' s  
f a t h e r ,  Alexander Parker ,  i n  May 1811. I n  1783, Parker  acqulred the  land from 
Robert Thronton who, i n  t u r n ,  had rece ived  preenpt ion ,c la ims  t o  t h e  land on which 
Parkersburg  now s tands  by a  "Tomahawk en t ry . "  Of course,  t h i s  in format ion  l en2s  
much h i s t o r i c  s ign iPicance  t o  t h i s  p a r t i c a l a r  p l o t  of  puh l i c  land ,  on which t h e  
p r e s e n t  courthouse s tands  today. 

Being t h e  f i r s t  s u b s t a n t i a l  cour thouse ,  t h i s  1817 s t r u c t u r e  was considered an  
e l e g a n t  : .xildin.j ,  w i t h  a f an - l i gh t  over  t h e  door and a  t a l l  b e l l  tower,  topped wi th  
a  weather  vane. A s  t h e  a r ea  grew and prospered ,  however, t h i s  b u i l d i n g  was soon 
outmoded. I n  1860 a  handsome two-story b r i c k  e d i f i c e  i n  Greek s t y l e  w i t h  wh i t e  
p i l l a r s  and a  t a l l  s p i r e  was e rec t ed  on o r  nea r  t h e  loca t ion  of t h e  previous  one. 
I t  not  on ly  served  the  county b u t  was a l s o  used by t h e  c i t y  government u n t i l  a  c i t y  
b u i l d i n g  was cons t ruc ted  i n  1897. Cost ing $25,000, t h i s  cour thcuse  was cons idered  
one of t h e  f i n e s t  i n  western Vi rg in i a .  One of Wood County's most famous c i r c u i t  
judges, Arthur  I .  Boreman, he ld  c o u r t  t h e r e  from 1861 t o  1863, r e s i g n i n g  t o  become 
West V i r g i n i a ' s  f i r s t  governor. He r e tu rned  f o r  a  second tenure  on  t h e  bench, 
s e rv ing  from 1689 t o  1896. 

Because of heavy l i g h t n i n g  damage i n  1885 and t h e  continued p r o s p e r i t y  re -  
s u l t i n g  from r r v e r  commerce and t h e  o i l  and gas  boom of t h e  sur rosnding  a r e a ,  county 
o f f i c i a l s  decided t h e  th i r ty-seven  year  o l d  b u i l d i n g  was too  small .  The t h i r d  
courthouse cons t ruc ted  on what i s  Court  Square is  t h e  one s tanding  today ,  w i t h  i t s  
co rne r s tone  l a i d  October 5 ,  1899. A s  a  symbol of c o n t i n u i t y ,  t h e  huge b e l l ,  c a s t  
i n  1860, was salvaged f ron  t h e  previous  cour thouse  and s t i l l  r e s t s  i n  t h e  e l e g a n t  
Ronar:esc;ue L-o:(2r of t h s  prese: b l ~ i l d i ~ ; .  . 
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The p r e s e n t  Wood County Courthouse i s  an outs tanding  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  example of 
Ainerican Romanesque, i n sp i r ed  by H. H. Richardson, a r c h i t e c t ,  whose in f luence  can  
be  seen  i n  many 19 th  century pub l i c  b u i l d i n g s .  The unusual v e r t i c a l  q u a l i t y  of t h e  
b u i l d i n g  i s  emphasized by a  100 f o o t  en t r ance  tower and by s t eep ly  p i t ched  co rne r  
p a v i l i o n s  wi th  pyramidal t i l e  covered r o o f s  and gabled wa l l  dormers. The heavy 
and du rab le  rock-faced wal l s  a r e  s e t  upon a  r a i s e d  basement and p i e rced  by arched  
window and door openings, inc luding  t h e  major north-south recessed arched e n t r a n c e s  
embell ished wi th  enriched s tone  a r c h i v o l t s ,  smooth s tone  voussoi rs ,  and c a r v i n g s  
of f o l i a g e  and grotesques.  A foun ta in  a t  t h e  Market S t r e e t  en t rance  f e a t u r e s  a 
bronze memorial bus t  of J. J. Jackson of Parkersbxrg by scu lp to r  Massey Rhind. 
The p r e s e r v a t i o n  of t hese  f e a t u r e s  of Richard-  n i a ~  Rornanesque a r c h i t e c t u r e  is  a  
most d e s i r a b l e  goa l  f o r  our  na t ion  because it i s  probably the  f i r s t  s t y l e  t o  b e  
developed i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  r a t h e r  than  Europe. I t  i s  even more u rgen t  t o  r e -  
t a i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  courthouse because it has  been deemed a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  s u p e r i o r  i n  
s t y l e  t o  t h e  courthouses of a d j a c e n t  coun t i e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  it would c e r t a i n l y  n o t  
be  f e a s i b l e  today t o  a t tempt  t o  reproduce t h e  s k i l l  and wor,lmanship ev iden t  i n  t h e  
s tu rdy  e x t e r i o r  wa l l s  of t h i s  bu i ld ing .  

A r c h i t e c t  Per ry  Borchers of Qhio S t a t e  Universi , ty s t a t e d  i n  1973 t h a t  "Four 
complete facades  of s tone ,  ornamented w i t %  ca rv ings ,  r ep re sen t  cons iderable  ex- 
p e n d i t u r e  and d i s p l a y  of c i v i c  p r i d e  i n  1899." When T h e d o r e  Rooseveit v i s l t e d  
Parkersburg on Apr i l  5 ,  1912, dur ing  t h e  1912 p r e s i d e n t i a l  campaign and d e l i v e r e d  
h i s  ad- ' -ess  from t h e  Market S t r e e t  en t r ance  of t h e  courthouse, t h a t  same p r i d e  
was ev ident .  When a  ma jo r i t y  of t h e  people  of Wood Ccunty voted i n  f avo r  or pre-  
s e rv ing  t h e  o l d  courthouse on Novery e r  7 ,  1978, i t  was c l e a r  t h a t  t hey  had n o t  
broken wi th  t h e i r  proud p a s t .  

I n  conclus ion ,  i n  t h i s  time of g r e a t  change, when a t t i t u d e s  and va lues  a r e  
o f t e n  t r i e d  and t e s t e d ,  i t  i s  important  t h a t  a  people r e t a i n  t h e i r  h e r i t a g e .  I n  
an a t t empt  t o  preserve  t h e i r  courthouse,  t h e  p e o ~ l e  of Wood County a r e  acknowledging 
a  d e b t  t o  t h e i r  f o r e f a t h e r s  on whose perseverance ,  ded ica t ion  and s a c r i f i c e  a 
s u c c e s s f u l  cornuni ty  was b u i l t .  



Alvaro F. GiSbens, Century of Prog re s s ,  publ i shed  f o r  t h e  County Centennia l ,  1899. 
-- - ~ 

Borchers ,  Pe r ry  E . ,  Report -- on t h e  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  Character  and Q u a l i t y  of t h e  -- 
k:ood County Courthouse, Parkersburg , West V i r o i c i a .  (H i s to r i c  P r e s e r v a t i o n  
U n i t ,  FW Department of Cu l tu re  & His to ry )  :973, 14pp. 

"Court Square F i l l e d  by Roosevelt  Crowd," The Parkersburg S e n t i n e l ,  A p r i l  5 ,  1912. 
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"Five  Sepa ra t e  S t r u c t u r e s  Have Served County Cour t , "  The Parkersburg N e w s ,  

December 26,  1976. 

"Parkersburg Voters  Save Old Courthouse",  P r e se rva t i on  News, The Na t iona l  T r u s t  
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by Market  S t r e e t .  The n o r t h e a s t  e l e v a t i o n  boundary a b u t s  a p a r k i n g  l o t  of 
t h e  P a r k e r s b u r g  Urban Renewal A u t h o r i t y  and t h e  sou thwes t  e l e v a t i o n  boundary 
i s  formed by t h e  b o u n d a q  of C o u r t  Square  with p r o p e r t y  owned by t h e  Bureau 
of P u b l i c  Debt. 
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