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LOCAL HISTORY
FIRST PUBLIC BUILDINGS IN 

CARLISLE.

COURT HOUSES.

BY THE LATE REV. J. A MURRAY, D. D.

REPRINTED UNDER THE AUSPICES OF
THE HAMILTON LIBRARY ASSOCIA­
TION.—HISTORICAL DEPARTMENT.

In preparing tbe following sketches 
and reminiscences of oar former public 
buildings, in addition to old papers, 
we have carefully consulted several of 
our aged and best Informed oltlzens in 
regard to the matter, both to have our 
own recollections confirmed or rectified, 
so far as they go baok, and to secure as­
sistance in reaching the truth where 
our own recollections were faint and 
unsatisfactory. In regard to a few 
things there seemed at first to be some 
doubt or discrepancy In the memory 
consulted; but, upon due reflection, we 
will be believed In having stated “the 
truth”—If not “the whole truth’’— 
and “nothing but the truth;” and If, 
in any instance, we have failed to do 
so, It has been an unintentional 
failure. Hence, If our statements 
have not the attractions of romance, 
they certainly will have the higher 
and better claim of reliableness, even 
if prosaically given.

It is not our purpose to describe the 
early proceedings of our courts, or to 
give a sketch of the Cumberland



County Bar of former year*, but chiefly 
to gather up and bring together the 
historical and traditional fragments In 
regard to our earliest court edifices, 
In doing this, however, It may not be 
Irrelevant to premise, that, at the 
first settlement of our county and for 
many years afterwards the knowledge 
of the Law wag quite limited In Its ex­
tent and rather Imperfect in its char­
acter. The courts of our county were 
presided over by the Justices of the 
Peace, any three of whom were com­
petent to transact business; and yet It 
is admitted that the business was for 
the most part wisely transacted, as 
these 'Squires were generally persons 
of acknowledged integrity and good 
common sense, and who, by careful ob­
servation and experience, beoame qual­
ified to oonsfder and settle the matters 
committed to them.

There was an Interesting paper on 
the Courts of Pennsylvania In the 17th 
Century, by Mr Lewis, read before the 
Historical Sooiety of Pennsylvania, 
March 14th 1881, and published In the 
Pennsylvania M agazine o f  H isto ry  and  
B io g ra p h y  Volume, V p. 141

The Court Houses of the olden times 
were generally very humble and unpre­
tending buildings, but In harmony 
with the new country and Its primi­
tive people. Nevertheless they were 
great centers of Interest and attraction 
and Importance to those who had busi­
ness at them or were drawn thither by 
curiosity. Who ever read H M. 
Braokenridge's description of the 
first court that was held In Butler, In 
1800, without having his risible facul­
ties excited ? I f  was an unfinished log 
cabin, with a carpenter’s bench and



three chairs on it, and this consti­
tuted the hall of justioe and the judg­
ment seat I The detailed narrative is 
most graphically and amusingly given 
in his interesting “Recollections of the 
West," and it also appears in D a y ’s 
H istorica l collection o f  P ennsylvan ia , pp. 
78, 174.

Repeatedly has the writer seen the 
earliest seat of Justice of Perry 
County. It was a very ordinary-look­
ing log building in Landlsburg, whose 
Tough exterior and dilapidated appear­
ance now loom up in our vision, and 
in very manifest contrast with the 
present large and beautiful and con­
venient court house of that county. 
The several courts, hov ever, were held 
in it from 1820 to 1826, when the pub­
lic buildings were finished at Bloom­
field, which had been selected as the 
county seat in 1823 by the commis­
sioners apprinted by the previous leg­
islature In Hazard’s R egister o f Penn­
sylvania , volume 3 p. 304. May 9, 1829, 
tnere appears the following account of 
Bloomfield, taken from the P erry  F o r  
rester:

“There are now 29 dwelling houses, 
21 shops and offices, a Court House and 
jail, besides other out-houses, in this 
town. There are 4 stores, 5 taverns, 1 
printing office, 2 shoemaker shops, 2 
tajlor shops, 1 saddler, 4 cabinet­
makers, 1 hatter, 1 tinner, 2 black­
smith shops, 2 tanneries, 2 or 3 carpen­
ters, m >re than half a dozen lawyers, 
and half as many doctors. The popu­
lation of the town is about, 220 Little 
more than four years ago, the site 
upon which the town stands was an 
inclosed clover field without a solitary 
building upon it.”



Such, too, was the character of the 
first Court House In Carlisle—subse­
quently recognized as the C ourt-tow n  
of the State, socially and militarily 
and educationally, whose public square 
is now occupied with suoh buildings of 
which any borough might be Justly 
proud and whose bar fully maintains 
its honorable reputation as eminently 
learned in the law.

In consequence of the inconveniences 
and annoyances experienced by the 
early settlers living in the western por­
tion of Lancaster oounty,—west of the 
Susquehanna river, in what was origin­
ally called the North Valley but after 
wards Cumberland Valley—and so re­
mote were these settlers from the town 
of Lancaster, where the oourts were 
held and the publlo offices kept, that 
James Silvers and Wm Magaw, of the 
western settlers, presented a petition 
to the Assembly, asking for the erec­
tion of a new county For this pur­
pose an act was passed, erecting Cum­
berland County, January 27 1751: and 
Robert McCoy, Benjamin Chambers, 
David Magaw, James Molntlre and 
John MoCormlck were appointed by 
the Assembly, trustees, or any three 
of them, and were authorized to pur­
chase and take assurance to them and 
their heirs of a piece of land, situated 
in somt convenient plaoe in said county 
and thereon to erect and build a court 
house and prison, sufficient to accom­
modate the public service of said 
county and for the ease and conven­
ience of the inhabitants. The Com­
missioners and Assessors were author­
ized to raise a sum of money, not to 
exceed three hundred pounds, to pur­
chase the land and famish the



court home and prison. As Shlppens- 
burg was in existence before Carlisle, 
tbe courts were first held there, but 
we have now no information as to tbe 
building used there for this purpose; 
but it is probable that it stood on or 
near the corner of King and Queen 
streets, as tradition says that the 
whipping post stood there; and it is 
▼ery probable that it was an extem­
porized building, or one rented, as only 
about two months intervened between 
the passage of the act establishing the 
county and holding the first oourt 
there. Four courts had been held in 
that town “before Samuel Smith, 
Enquire and his Brethren Keepers of 
the Peace,” or “his Associate Justices” 
(see Quarter Sessions Docket, 1750 to 
1765) 24th of July, 1750, 23rd of Octo­
ber, 1750, 22nd of January, 1750, 28rd 
of April, 1750. In regard to these 
dates which we have carefully exam­
ined and copied, the third and fourth 
terms precede the first and second, and 
for this we cannot give a satisfactory 
explanation. It was not until 1751, 
that an aot was passed by Parliament 
(24 Geo 1I„ 1751) for equalizing the 
style in Great Britain and Ireland with 
that used In other countries of Europe. 
It was then enacted that eleven days 
should be omitted after the 2nd of 
September, 1752, so that the ensuing 
day would be the 14th, The O. S., or 
Julian, was to terminate with the last 
day of December, 1751, and the N. 8 , 
or Gregorian, commence with the day 
following. But this ohange in the 
computation of time does not explain 
the above mentioned discrepancy. At 
present we must accept it as an error, 
and suppose that the 22nd of January



and the 23rd of April, refer to 1751, 
especially as the next coart is held In 
Carlisle July 23rd, 1751.

In 1751 Carlisle was laid out and be­
came the seat of Justice, where bad 
previously been the council tire of the 
Indians, and the first court was held 
here July 23rd, 1751.

During the first five years after the 
erection of the oounty, the Orphans’ 
Court seemed to have followed the 
persons of the Judges, and exercised 
its jurisdiction in different places. It 
was held at Shippeneburg and Carlisle; 
also in Peters township, now Franklin 
County, June 12tb, 1751; in Antrin 
township, now same county, January 
4th, 1752; at Wm Anderson’s, March 
5t,h, 1755; and afterwards regularly at 
Carlisle. ( R u pp's H isto ry  p. 386.)

As Is well known the removal of the 
county seat and the several courts to 
Carlisle was attended with no little ex­
citement and dissatisfaction in the 
western portion of the county. But, 
of this, enough In a letter written 
by John O’Neal to Gov. Hamilton 
from “Carlisle, May 27bb, 1753,” it is 
said: “The Court is at present held 
in a temporary log building on the 
north east corner of the centre square. 
(Hazard’s R egister o f  P ennsylvan ia , vol.
4 p 889 ) It was on that section or 
quarter of the square upon which now 
stands 8t. John’s church. We have 
never seen or heard any statement 
that denied or controverted this ac­
count, and benoe we accept it as true, 
otherwise we cannot aocount for the 
locality of the court house that must 
have existed from 1751 to the erection 
of the brick building in 176) How in­
tensely Interesting now to have a faith-



fill picture and deicriptlon of that 
building!— of its form, dimension* and 
arrangements, with the trials and inci­
dents that occurred there; but we have 
not, neither will we let fancy ploture 
what history has not given and veri­
fied. That “log building” —con­
structed, doubtlessly, according to the 
most simple rules of architecture, and 
with unwritten history—may have 
been sufficient to accommodate the 
business of the times for about fifteen 
years, wheD the first brlok court house 
was erected on the public square, at 
the south-western Intersection of 
Main and Hanover streets.

We are lnolined to believe that at 
first there were those who were rather 
unwilling to use the center square for 
public buildings; and yet it was done, 
because we suppose, it was central, 
and probably no purohase of ground 
need be made; and it would seem that 
there was also complaint made because 
of the tardiness or improper way in 
which it was done. Henoe we have 
these official acts of the assembly rela­
tive to the affair, namely. “Pursuant 
to leave for that purpose, Mr. Alien 
presented to the chair a bill for pur­
chasing a lot, and erecting a court 
house thereon, which being read the 
first time, was ordered to be laid on 
the tab le” (Feb 9, 1762.)

And on March the 16ob following, it 
is stated that “Sundry inhabitants of 
Cumberland oounty presented a peti­
tion setting forth that the Trustees 
appointed to ereot a court house and 
jail, have not fully answered the end 
of their appointment, praying for the 
removal of those Trustees and the ap­
pointment of others ” (March 16,



1762. Votes of Assembly, vol. 6. p. 183 
to 209. Rupp)

A copy of tbe contract of the erec- 
tion of the old brick court house, at 
the southwest oorner of Main and 
Hanover streets, we here furnish but 
corrected in its orthography and capi­
tal letters:

“ Artioles of agreement made and 
concluded by and between Ool. Benja­
min Chambers, David Magaw, and 
John McCormick, Trustees, appointed 
by act of Assembly for Cumberland 
oounty; of the one part and Wm. 
Denny of Carlisle, oarpenter, of the 
other part, Witnesseth: That the said 
William Denny tor the consideration 
hereinafter mentioned, doth covenant 
and promise to procure and provide 
scantling, timber, and shingles requi­
site and necessary for the door cases, 
window cases, sashes, doors, window 
shutters, joists, girders, rafters and 
oupola, for the Court house to be built 
in the town of Carlisle—the principal 
rafters and oupola to be framed of oak 
and the best of pine; and that the said 
William Denny shall make tbe door 
cases, window cases, joists, girders, 
rafters, doors, windows, window shut­
ters, sashes, cupola, and put on the 
roof, in a workman like manner, on or 
before the last day of October next, 
the shingles to be of white pine if it 
can be got, if not, of yellow pine, and 
they are to be dear of sap-wood, the 
roof is to be done with a cove eave cor- 
nioe, and a barge eave cornice. The 
lights of sash to be for glass 10 by 12, 
moTeor less, as may best suit the story, 
and the whole to be done in a propor­
tional manner; he is also to glaze the 
windows, the said trustees finding glass.



and all Iron work and naili neceisary 
for said building. And the said Ben­
jamin Chambers, David Magaw and 
John McCormick by virtue and in pur­
suance of the trust in them reposed by 
the act of Assembly, do oovenant and 
promise to pay the said William Denny 
for the said work when finished ac­
cording to the rates and prloes of such 
work in said town, the root to be paid 
for by the square, and the cupola ac­
cording to the rate and prices of such 
work in York or Lancaster ; and fur­
ther, that when the said scantling and 
timber or part thereof is procured and 
brought into said town that the said 
Trustees will furnish him with money 
from time to time as shall be neces­
sary to pay for said timber or scant­
ling according to the prloes paid for 
such soantling in said town, the said 
William Denny producing bills from 
the saw mills of the said scantling de­
livered and receipts for the money paid 
for it to the said Trustees. The said 
William Denny is to be allowed for his 
time transacting any business about 
the premises whloh does not concern 
the carpenter work. The said William 
Denny is to have such reasonable sums 
of money from the said Trustees from 
time to time as may be necessary to 
pay his workmen. And for the true 
performance of all and every the cove­
nants and agreements aforesaid, the 
said parties bind themselves, their 
heirs, exsoutors, administrators, in the 
penal sum of five hundred pounds law­
ful money of Pennsylvania to each and 
other firmly by these presents.

In witness where-of the said parties 
have here-unto interchangeably set 
their bands and seal this 12th day of 
Maroh, Anno Dom. 1765.



Seal and Dellver&d, &o.”
(See bundle of contracts in Commts- 

sioners’ office, Carlisle.)
The original agreement and security, 

for the faithful performance of the 
foregoing contraot, we have In our pos­
session It bears the same date as the 
previous document, Is made to the 
same Trustees by William Denny and 
Hermanns Alricks, and witnessed by 
Robert Magaw and William Magaw.

We have also in our possession the 
original agreement, relating to the 
bricks, which Is here given in extenso:

Articles of Agreement Made & Con­
cluded upon By and Between George 
Jacob Housman of Carlisle In Cumber­
land County and Province of Pennsyl­
vania Brlckmaker of the One part So 
Stephen Poulk of the same place 
Bricklayer of the Other part. W lt- 
nesseth that the said George Jacob 
Housman Shall & Will Make & De­
liver or oause to be made and De­
livered In the Middle of the Centre 
Square In the said Town such Quantity 
of good & Merchantable 9 Inoh Brick 
as may be necessaiy for Building the 
Court of the Dimentlon Mentioned In 
a Contract between the said Stephen 
Foulk & the Trustees Part of which 
Bricks the said George Jacob Horn.man 
Doth Covenant & promise to deliver at 
the Place af’d on or before the 20th 
day of May next & the Rest from Time 
to Time as fast as the said Stephen 
Foulk shall or may have Occasion for 
them, the whole to be Delivered on or 
before the 10th day of August next. 
And the said Stephen Foulk Doth 
Covenant & Promise to pay to the said 
George Jacob Housman for the said 
Bricks so as af’d Made and Delivered



the 8am of 28 Shillings V  1000 to be Es­
timated or Counted In the Work £20 
whereof is to be paid on the 25th day 
of April next, provided that the said 
George Jacob Housman should not 
furnish sufficient Briok or not a Suffi­
cient quantity at the time the said 
Stephen Foulk may have need for 
them to carry on the Building. That 
in such Cases the said Stephen Foulk 
may get Brloks from any Other Person 
to enable him to carry on said Building 
& fulfill bis Artiole with the Trustees 
For the True Performance of all & 
Every the Covenants & Agreements 
af’d the said Parties bind themselves 
to Each Other in the sum of Five 
Hundred Pounds firmly by These 
Presents In Witness Whereof They 
have hereto Interchangeably Set their 
Hands & Seals.

This 23rd Day of March, 1765.
Sealed & Delivered in 1 
the presence of us (

CONKAD BUCHER.
Robt. Mag aw.

Stephen  Foulk, (L. 8.)
George Jacob Housman (L. S.)

The original document—venerable 
with age, but perfectly Intact—has not 
s punctuation mark in it, and it is 
given with all its capital letters and 
abbreviated words; it is written on a 
large sheet of ptper, unruled and bear­
ing the usual water mark or stamp. 
These agreements appear to be written 
in the easily recognized hand of Col. 
Magaw, who was one of the leading 
lawyers of the place and many of his 
Court papers, as well as military 
papers, are in the possession of the 
writer.



The Conrt House was duly com­
pleted, and In the most substantial 
manner. Though reference is made 
in the foregoing paper to the “Dlmen- 
tion” of the building “in a Contract 
between the said Stephen Foulk & the 
Trustees,” yet we have never seen 
said “contract” or the dimensions 
specified; and although we have a very 
distinct recollection of the form and 
arrangements and general appearanoe 
of the building, yet we do not know its 
precise length or width or height. 
It had an entrance on Main street 
near the east corner, and a window 
west of it, with two windows above. 
The north entrance was boxed inside, 
and to this was attaohed a storm-door, 
which when opened, closed by means 
of a rope and pulley and weight. 
The chief entrance was a large double 
door on Hanover street, with a win­
dow on each side, and three windows 
above At the east side of the in­
terior, and extending partly around 
the north and south ends, there was a 
gallery, rounded in front and sup­
ported by Doric columns, aod reached 
by a stairway in the southeast corner. 
The main floor was paved with square 
tiles or brioks, and on it—somewhat in 
the rear of the dook—stood a large 
stove, not a ten-plate, out a six-plate 
stove, long enough to receive a cord- 
wood stick, and sufficient to warm the 
whole room The large space em­
braced by the brick pavement, had no 
chairs or seats, only two or three back­
less benches, and persons had generally 
to stand, but there were seats oh the 
gallery. At the west side there was a 
seml-ciroular semi-octagonal alcove or 
attachment, communicating with an



opening into the main building, some­
thing like the rear or chancel of St. 
John’s church, having a large window 
with a Venetian blind. This alcove 
was wide and deep enough to hold the 
Judge’s Bench. Immediately in front 
of it  stood the clerk’s desks, and in 
front of these was the Bar. To the 
right, or south of the Bench, running 
east, were the Grand jury boxes—two 
rows, and on the left or north of the 
Bench, were the other two jury boxes, 
all entered from the west end. The 
Bar floor—commencing at the east end 
of the j ury boxes, and somewhat curved 
or rounded in front, and paralled to 
the front of the gallery—was elevated 
about two feet above the aforesaid 
brick pavement, and was reached mid­
way from the pavement by two or 
three steps. The space between these 
steps on either side and the jury boxes 
was closed with panel work below and 
open work above of a suitable height, 
separating the raised portion from the 
paved floor. This barrier between the 
lower brick pavement and the Bar 
floor above was so high that those 
standing near it below, if of small 
stature, could scarcely reach to the top 
of it with their elevated hand, nor see 
over It conveniently, unless they stood 
some distance from it—they could hear 
better than they could see; but spec­
tators were favored with a good view in­
side the Bar by looking through the en* 
trance way into it. The best view how­
ever, was from the front of the gallery. 
The arrangement precluded all tamper­
ing with the jury by outsiders, as the 
one could not be easily approaohed by 
the other or bold any communication 
with them. This matter has been



greatly and acceptably changed with 
tbe advance and demands ot the times. 
The judiciary Is not quite so saored or 
dignified or elevated as formerly, but 
has become popularized since it has 
become elective, without, we trust, 
any loss to its exalted worth and ster­
ling Integrity. The platform upon 
which the clerk’s table stood was a 
foot or step higher than the floor of 
tbe Bar, as was also the first jury box 
on either side; and the floor of the 
Bench was elevated two feet or steps 
above the Bar floor, as was also that 
of the rear jury boxes The dook was 
at the right of the entrance going into 
the Bar, with a door midway In the 
west side; and the Orler’s seat was 
elevated at the left of the entrance 
Into the bar. There was also In the 
rear of the big stove, and against the 
north wall of the court room. Im­
mediately under the belfry, a closet 
containing the ropes and weights of 
the town clock, and where it was 
wound up, without the necessity of go­
ing to tbe attic. The large alcove or 
bay annex containing the Judge’s 
bench was somewhat between the 
main building and tbe town ball or 
engine house, as It served both pur­
poses, and wss known by either name. 
This was a two-storied brick building, 
erected about 1820, and bore on Its 
front the name of Town H a ll, a short 
distance west of the Court House, on a 
range with It, and facing Main street. 
The fire engines and fire buckets of 
leather* were kept, In the first story,

•Frequently the citizens kept these leather 
buckets In a very convenient place at home 
They were long and narrow, made entirely 
of leather, with a round handle of leather. 
When a fire occurred there was generally a



with wide entrances on Main street; 
the second story was the Hall where 
the Borough council met, and was ap­
proached by a door and stairway at 
the northeast corner. Along tbe en­
tire rear of the building, about five 
feet from the ground, projected a roof 
with a slope of about three feet, and 
under this covering and shelter the 
fire ladders were kept. The building 
was surmounted with a cupola and 
bell, distinguished from the -‘Court 
House bell" and the “College bell” by 
the usual appellation of the '* Town 
Hall bell" or -Tire bell.”

(There Is an engraving of these build­
ings In D a y's  P ennsylvania H istorica l 
Collections, p. 264.) and we have an old 
plan of Carlisle on which they appear. 
The Borough elections were held at 
the old Court House, at the window on 
the right hand of the Hanover street 
entrance, and, as the window was 
pretty high above the pavement, 
persons of short stature reaohed their 
ballot up on the end of a split stick; 
at the other windows of the same 
building the voters from the different 
townships exercised that right and 
beneath the rear window, the ground 
being low, a box was placed from 
which the citizen reached up bis bal­
lot. (Formerly the ground of the sev-
doubie row of persons, formed as soon as 
possible, extending from the pump or the 
spring to tbe place of the fire, from four to 
six feet apart, and the empty buckets would 
pass along one row and be returned with 
water by the other. Sometimes men and 
women, boys and girls, would be In line, es­
pecially If It was formed to the spring, and 
occasionally when a bucket reached the 
engine there would not be much water In l t t 
unless It had been swung from one person to 
another with care and skill.



eral quarters of the Square was lower 
than It 1b now, especially the Market 
House section, where, in the olden 
time, was "the deep quarry,” but It 
has all since been filled up and graded 
with the surrounding pavement.) 
John O'Neal, In his letter to Got. 
Hamilton, under date of ‘‘Carlisle, 
May 27th, 1753,” writes as follows:

"A lime kiln stands on the Centre 
Square, near what is called the deep 
quarry, from which Is obtained good 
building stone." Hazard'* B e g is te ro f  
P ennsylvan ia , vol. 4, p, 389.

The Second T uesday o f October—elec­
tion day under the old Constitution— 
was always a day of great Interest to 
the politician, as well as the offioe 
seeker, and to the lover of old rye; 
memorable, also, for some ugly fights 
between the contending and ezolted 
partisans; and the bags of chestnuts, 
at a ‘‘Up” a quart, were attractive 
both to men and boys. Such are our 
distinct recolleotlons of the old Court 
House, which was erected by our 
grandfathers In the year 1765, and was 
doubtless used for its appropriate pur­
pose in the year following, if not 
sooner, During the Revolutionary 
war, however, the courts were not 
always held In it, but were compelled 
by the exigencies of the times to be 
held In "other places," as appears from 
the following report or presentment 
made by the grand jury of the county 
to the Court In January, 1778, viz;

“The Grand Inquest for the Common 
Wealth of Pennsylvania and the Body 
of the County of Cumberland do pre­
sent that the public Court House of 
the County of Cumberland being now 
occupied (by Oapt. Ooran and his men,



who are employed in the service of the 
United States) as a labratory and store 
house, and has been oocupled by the 
people In the servioe of the United 
States a considerable time past so the 
county of Cumberland oannot have the 
use of the said Court House, but are 
obliged to hire other places for the 
county use, they are therefore of 
opinion that the United States ought 
to pay unto the Treasurer of the 
county of Cumberland, after the rate 
of ten pounds. Month, monthly and 
every month Capt. Isaac Ooran hath 
been possessed of the said Court House, 
and for every month he or they may 
continue to occupy it not exceeding 
the twentieth day of April next, and 
of this they desire that Capt. Coran or 
the Commanding Offloer of the Labora­
tory oompany may have Notice.

“Wm. Moore, foreman”

(See—“Quarter Sessions Docket”—1777 
to 1789 -p  22.)

It would seem that during the ex* 
lstence of the iirst Court House, as 
well as during many years afterwards, 
there was no particular place in which 
the publlo records were kept, no build­
ing designed or used for that special 
purpose; and it is probable that they 
were kept at the offlce of the presiding 
’Squire, or committed to the oare of 
the Clerk, or some other responsible 
person, who kept them at his own resi­
dence or place of business But as the 
business of the county increased and as 
these records accumulated, it  became 
desirable and neoessary to have a suit­
able edifice for their safe keeping, and 
in some central place where they could 
be easily consulted. Hence, about



thirty-five years after the erection of 
the first brlok Court House, we have 
the following court record, viz:

MARCH SESSIONS 1801.
Upon the representation of the Com­

missioners of the county of Cumber­
land, to the court and Grand jury 
setting forth, That It was highly 
necessary to appropriate a sum 
of money of the oounty, not ex­
ceeding six thousand dollars, to de 
fray the expenses of erecting a suitable 
building, In the public square of the 
borough of Carlisle, for the safe keep­
ing of the publlo records of said 
county, agreeably to the Act of As­
sembly in that case made and provided: 
and requesting the court and Grand 
jury to ooncur In said appropriation 
for the said purposes. Whereupon the 
grand jury signify their oonourrenoe, 
as follows, viz: The grand jury ooncur 
with the Commissioners to appropriate 
six thousand dollars for the purpose of 
building a house for the publlo offices, 
not exceeding sixty-two feet in length 
and thirty-one feet deep, to contain 
three offices and three arohed rooms 
for the security of public papers on 
the first story, to be built of stone and 
brick, on the publlo ground, near the 
south end of the Court House.

J ames Brown, foreman.
And which appropriation, now, to 

wit the 5th day of March, 1801, was 
confirmed by the oourt, as follows, viz: 
The court approve of the above appro­
priation.

By the oourt,
J ohn J oseph Hen ry .” 

(Quarter Sessions Docket, B—1800 to
1803 p 74.)



Though this action of the court oc­
curred in 1801, yet the agreement for 
only the stone-work of the proposed 
structure was not made until "August 
2nd 1802, ” and it is not very probable 
that the building was erected and 
finished sooner than 1803—and subse­
quently, with some ohange in the 
original plan and design. It was an 
oblong brick edifice, added to the 
south end of the old Court House, 
being the same height and constitut­
ing its extension in that direction, so 
much so, that it appeared to form an 
integral portion of it, though erected 
many years afterwards.

Next to the Court House on Hanover 
street, there was a door, approached 
by two or three sandstone steps, open­
ing into a short hall, and thence a 
stairway led to the seoond story. This 
hall, near the foot of the stairway, 
was connected with the oourt room bv 
a door having two or three descending 
steps under the south gallery. A door, 
on the opposite side of the hall, en­
tered a room used for the Sheriff’s 
office, that also had a door window in 
front, and it was so used until about 
the time of Sheriff Mitchell or Sheriff 
Rltner, 1816—1819, after which the 
office was removed to the jail and there 
it has ever since continued. At the 
rear of this office was a large room, 
nsed for lumber and fuel, connected 
with the court room by a door, and 
also opening on the west side by a 
door and window From the first land­
ing on the aforesaid stairway, and 
turning to the right hand side going 
up, there was a passage that led into 
the gallery of the Court House. The 
balanoe of the building on the first



floor, southward, was divided south of 
midway by a hall or entry running 
through It from Hanover street to the 
west side, with a door at each end, but 
without any stairway in It. The door 
at the east end was a large door, hav­
ing a seml-clroular top, with sash and 
glass, and a narrow sash and glass on 
each side. As you entered this hall 
from Hanover street the Prothonotary 
office was the first one to the right 
hand, with two windows; and at the 
rear of it  was a corresponding roum, 
with two western windows, used 
for the Commissioner’s office. As 
you entered the hall from Hanover 
street on the left hand side, or 
at the corner, was the office of Reg­
ister and Reoorder; and at the rear of 
It was the office of the Clerk of the 
Court—eaoh having two windows on 
the east and west sides. The before- 
mentioned stairway, leading to the 
second story, landed nearly midway, 
and then turned southward Into an 
entry. On the east side of this entry, 
and connecting with it by a door, was 
a room with a window on Hanover 
street; this room was used for various 
purposes; It was also known as the 
Judge’s Room; and at one time Judge 
Hepburn had his office In It, where 
also he had his law library partially 
burned by an 111 disposed person, who 
had thus sought to be revenged for 
the disagreeable operation of law. 
West of the entry, and connecting 
with it  by a door, was another and a 
larger room, having two windows look­
ing westward, and a small stairway In 
the northeast corner leading to the 
attic and cupola. This was a Jury 
room These two rooms were above



the old sheriff’s office and the room for 
lumber and fuel in its rear. The 
entry extended to a large room occu­
pying the entire south end of the sec­
ond story, and leading Into It by a door 
with a seml-olrcular window at the top 
to give light In the entry that would 
have been otherwise measurably dark. 
This large room was above the entry 
and the four offices below it—It bad 
live windows on the east side and five 
on the west side and two at the south 
end. The middle window on the east 
side.Vver the entranoe Into the offioes, 
was called the "big window,” because 
it was larger than any of the others— 
having an additional or narrow sash on 
each side, one pane wide. I t  was 
oalled the “ County H a ll"  and also the 
" G ra n d  J u ry  Boom ."  The entire 
building was frequently termed the 
“ State House," but for what reason we 
know not, unless authorized or directed 
to be built by aot of Assembly. There 
was cellarage under the county offices, 
used doubtless to store the winter sup­
ply of wood for the several office fires.

Capt. John Turner has Informed us, 
that when he worked with Mr. Spang­
ler, they made two new frames of 
locust timber for the cellar doors on 
Hanover street, and they were careful 
to give them such a pttoh or Inclina­
tion as would easily cast the rain It 
was not dug very deep, and this fact 
will account for the first floor being 
considerably higher than the paved 
floor of the Court House, to which you 
descended by two or three steps from 
the interior of south door—leading 
from the short hall, between the 
county offices and the court room.



It is very probable that there may 
have been some ohanges In the use and 
arrangement of the offices between the 
time of the erection near the begin­
ning of the century and their destruc­
tion forty years arterwards, especially 
after the Sheriff’s office was removed 
to the Jail, when a change was made 
in the Commissioner’s office and the 
office of the Clerk of the Courts.

In the Spring of 1823 a contract was 
made between John Higgins and the 
County Commissioners, according to 
whloh he agreed for J235 “to build a 
brick wall, and Coffee house’’ at the 
rear of the county offices—‘ 83 feet 
long, 14 inches thick, 8 feet high. ” It 
extended the entire length of the 
building containing the public offices 
and reached the court-house wall, near 
to which was a gate opening into this 
enclosure, and opposite to a door open­
ing into the fuel room, which was also 
connected with the court-room- The 
enclosure was also easily reached by 
the hall and entry between the offloes 
whloh led directly into it by the west 
door. The oontract was ‘ made upon 
the 1st day of March, 1 8 2 3 .” (see copy 
in my possession of the original in the 
Commissioner's offloe, Carlisle.)

A.s may be supposed the Court House 
and publlo offices were repaired from 
time to time as occasion required In 
May 1825, William Main was employed 
to paint them. On the 14th of May 
1834, Jefferson Worthington agreed 
with the Commissioners—John Black 
and 8. Wunderlloh, attested by John 
Irwin, Clerk—to "paint the Court 
House Cupola with good and substan­
tial coats of white lead and oil and 
Gild and Smelt the Clook faoes. Gild



tbe Ball, Fether and Pine Apple, In a 
good workmanlike manner”—for 155. 
The “Fether,’' mentioned In this 
agreement was doubtless the vane, 
which was really an arrow  but barbed 
with a feather. The ball, arrow, pine 
apple were the ornaments of the rod or 
eplre that surmounted the Cupola. 
Also, In April, 1841, Mr. Worthington 
agreed with the Commissioners, John 
Corcman, Alex. Kerr, and Michael 
Mister—to paint and stain the court 
house for 1275. In November 1843, 
Wm, Martin agreed for (49.60 to repair 
what is teamed In the agreement tbe 
‘•Judge’s Room,” &o., that had been 
Injured by fire—tbe work of a colored 
man, whose 111 will Judge Hepburn 
had Incurred*

We have stated incidentally that 
the Court bouse and offloes had been 
heated In winter—not with ooal, as 
cow. but with wood. In 1823 Christian 
Crotzer agreed—as attested by D. 
Fisher, Clerk, to furnish 30 cords of 
hickory wood at 12.70, and 30 cords of 
oak at (1 70 a cord In tbe following 
year, 1824, George Myers agreed to, 
"deliver twenty-live cords of hickory 
wood at (2.50 per cord and twenty-five 
cords of oak wood at (1.75 per cord,and 
to deliver it when required either at 
the Jail or court house of Cumberland 
County, the Commissioners to pay 
(him) the amount when delivered. 
Also, in December, 1827, Jacob Vantz 
agreed “to deliver the Commissioners 
of Cumberland County twenty cord 
sound oak wood, they to pay (him) one 
dollar and fifty cents per cord after the 
delivery.”

We do not know what Mr, Claudy re­
ceives for his services, as keeper of tbe



court home, but we believe tb st be de­
serves to be well paid, as does every 
faithful employe. We will be excused, 
however, in giving here in extenso a 
short agreement-made with Mr. Peters, 
In 1833, and attested by J. W. Eby- 
It Is as follows, viz:

“Agreement of John Peters, ap­
pointed Superintendent of Public 
buildings, commencing as of the first 
day of December, 1833, as follows :

The said Peters to attend to every­
thing necessary to keep the publlo 
buildings in proper order, to cut all 
the wood, and put it in its proper place 
and make all the necessary fires, &o., 
when required. To wash and scrub out 
all the Publlo buildings at least four 
times a year, and at all other times to 
have them clean swept, to find every­
thing necessary for scrubbing and 
cleaning at his own expense, and gen­
erally to do everything appertaining to 
his duty as Superintendent, etc., the 
commissioners reserving the right to 
removal at pleasure. To be paid the 
sum of sixty-five dollars annually, v iz : 
in quarterly payments.

Agreed to 21st November, 1833.
Test.

J. W. Eby. J ohn Pktbbs. (L. 8.) 
As is well known, the old Court 

House, including the County offioes 
and Town Hall, was destroyed by fire 
in 1845 I t  was the work of an incen­
diary, and, that his fell purpose might 
be all the more successfully accom­
plished, the fire apparatus had been so 
roped and secured as to baffle and de­
feat the operations of the firemen— 
whose engine house was first fired.

This disaster occurred early on the 
morning of Monday, March 24th. 1845.



We have in our possession the volum* 
inous diary of an aged and valued 
friend, long since deceased, whioh he 
very carefully kept for many years, 
and his entry for that day is as fol­
lows: “Cold morning, with a little 
sunshine. Cold, raw, cloudy, windy 
and dusty through the day. The E n ­
gine House, E ngines, Town H a ll, Court 
House and County offices, utterly de­
stroyed by fire, between 1 and 3 o’clock, 
A. M —the work of an incendiary. 
The most valuable records saved.” 
Diary of Mr Wm. Blair who died in 
Carlisle, in 1861, and in the 76th year 
of his age.

As there was in the construction of 
the buildings, muon yellow pine tim­
ber used, very combustible, the fire is 
remembered as being “a big and hot 
fire.’’ The very last hour that the old 
clock struck was one, and before it had 
reach the next figure on the dial it fell 
to the pavement, and was broken Into 
pleoes The fragments were collected 
by persons, and kept as relics: it was 
very fine metal, and parts of it were 
afterwards converted into valued sou 
venlrs, as finger rings—some of whioh 
were fire gilt and very pretty The 
larger pieces were removed to the jail 
yard under the direction of the Com­
missioners, so Oapt. Geo. W, Crop in­
formed me, but what became of them 
I know not. Mr. Alexander s  Lyne, 
tinner and ooppersmltb, told us that 
he secured some of the pieces, which 
he melted into a pipe, and out of this 
pipe or hollow tube he made soores of 
finger rings, some of whioh were “fine 
gilt” and beautiful. He also told us 
that Elbert and Martin Gardner, ma­
chinists, now of Altoona, and brothers



of Franklin Gardner, alio secured 
pieces of the broken bell and made 
finger rings of It. The writer has a 
piece of the old bell, given to him by 
his good friend Gapt. George W. Crop, 
who obtained It at the time and place 
of the fire.

The venerable Dr, Duffleld, deceased, 
lately of Detroit, but wno had spent 
his early ministry in Carlisle, In a Cen* 
tennlal discourse delivered In Carlisle 
In 1857, made the following Interesting 
statement about our old Court House 
bell:

"The Court House had afforded ac­
commodations for worship prior to the 
erection of church buildings, and Its 
bell, which announced the hours of 
worship, continued ever thereafter to 
render the same Important services. 
That loud, clear sounding bell, which 
for close upon a century, had convoked 
the early Presbyterians who settled In 
this plaoe, to their meetings on the 
Sabbath, as I learned from the old In­
habitants, some forty years since, was 
oast In the town of Carlisle, Cumber­
land County, England, and was said to 
have been a gift from the people of 
that town and county, to Its young 
name-sake In Klttoohtinny Valley. 
As the legend ran, It owed Its brilliant 
tone to the fact, that the subscription 
of the Penn family—the proprietaries 
—toward It, was made on condition 
that the JE30 they contributed, to be 
paid In pure sliver, should be added to 
the other metals composing It, at the 
time of Its being fluxed In the furnaoe 
for casting. For three generations 
did that sweet sliver-toned old bell 
faithfully perform its scored duties on 
the Sabbath, proclaiming the hour of



worship, until it yielded to the fiery 
element that brought it into being. 
I t  was the charm of the old settlers, 
and to none more than to the early 
Presbyterians. It was music to onr 
ears, and we sighed as though a friend 
had departed when—though at a dis­
tance—we heard its tragio story—that 
it  had melted in burning grief, and 
buried itself in the ashes of ltB own 
funeral pile.”

▲ venerable friend of excellent 
memory has furnished the writer the 
following information relative to the 
first bell of the Oourt House: It was 
a present to the Episcopal Church in 
Carlisle by the English queen. It  was 
shipped to Philadelphia, where it  lay 
a very considerable time and the ex­
pense of bringing it to Carlisle—a long 
distance over bad roads, in a Conestoga 
wagon—was more than the churoh 
would pay, and some may have thought 
it too large and heavy to put on their 
little stone church, which then stood 
some distance south of the present 
building Whereupon the Commis­
sioners of the County bought it from 
the Episcopalians, and employed Mr. 
David Rowan, a well remembered 
teamster of Carlisle, who lived at the 
south-west oorner of Louther and Pitt 
streets, to bring it to Carlisle which 
was done In 1826 when the present 
8t- John’s churoh was finished, an at­
tempt was made to secure the bell and 
have It transferred from the Oourt 
House to the church. At the time it 
occasioned no little Interest and ex­
citement. A committee of persons was 
appointed both by the church and 
Commissioners to ascertain and deter­
mine who really had the right to it.



On the part of the church Isaac B 
Parker was one that was appointed, 
and by the Commissioners Squire Wm 
Irwin was another.

Mrs. Pattison, widow of Charles 
Pattison and sister of Andrew Mateer, 
who had four sons — liYtd in the 
plastered house at the southwestern 
oorner of High and Bast streets and 
had many records and papers in her 
possession, as her husband bad been a 
ocunty officer, and upon looking oyer 
these documents there was found a 
receipt for the paymeut of money to 
Mr. Rowan from the county commis­
sioners for hauling the bell from Phil­
adelphia to Carlisle.

After the destruction of the county 
buildings the oourts were held in Edu­
cation Hall, Church alley, south side, 
and east of P itt street, previously the 
old Methodist ohurch.

Immediately after the fire the 
county officers secured temporary 
quarters in Beetem’s Row, in the rear 
of the First Presbyterian ohurch. The 
next day after the fire a small printed 
poster appeared through the town, as 
follows, viz:

‘‘SEALED PROPOSALS”
Will be received at the Commissioners’ 
office, in Beetem’s Row, until tomor­
row morning (Wednesday) at 9 o’clook, 
for taking down, whole bricks in the 
Court House walls and ohimnies and 
also for cleaning and piling away the 
bats in a heap—the job to be com­
menced and finished without delay by 
employing a sufficient number of 
hands. Robert La ird ,

0. F itzbll ,
J. Worthington , 

Commissioners. 
Carlisle, March 25, 1845.



Two days afterwards, on the 27th, 
John Holsaple and Charles Cart agreed 
to do It for one hundred dollars, with­
in four weeks from this date (If the 
weather will permit).”

As soon as practicable the present 
Court House was erected on the south 
side of the southwest seotlon of the 
Public Square, at a cost of about 
$55,000 The contractors and builders 
were Messrs, Wilt & Byers, of Harris­
burg. Tbe court room has been since 
repeatedly remodeled, including a very 
recent alteration, and it is now one of 
tbe most beautiful court rooms in the 
State. In the olden time, prior to the 
erection of churches, in Carlisle, the 
Presbyterians and probably others, 
had services in the old brick Court 
House as well as in its more humble 
predecessor.

The County Hall or Grand Jury room 
was used for many and various purposes. 
TUere were no fixed or stationary seats 
in it; only backless benches that could 
be shifted or removed at pleasure. 
Religious, political, military, and other 
assemblages were held there. It was 
there that a Polander had a class in 
the sword and lance exercise. He had 
a roughly constructed horse made of 
wood, something like a carpenter’s 
tressel or saw horse, and when astraddle 
of it, he would wield his lance in front 
and rear and on either side with sur­
prising ease and dexterity. Balls and 
dances occurred there, as well as feats 
of legerdemain. Sometimes Sunday 
Sohools were held there—and we re­
member the time when there was not 
a church in Carlisle that had a leoture 
room or Sabbath School room con­



nected with It. A t one time old Mr. 
Tommy Jones had a singing school In 
It—his class of young persons meeting 
on Saturday afternoon and his adult 
class in the evenings of the same day. 
And sometimes the military drilled in 
i t —it was so used when destroyed in 
>45

Among our boyhood memories of the 
old court house—and when we were a 
Sabbath School scholar in the old Pres­
byterian church—there was an exhibi­
tion in it  in December of 1828 of 
Dunlap’s C hrist Bearing the Gross, 
represented un a canvass of 240 square 
feet and containing 113 figures, a very 
large painting and which was placed 
in front of the judge’s bench, to which 
the Sunday Sohool children were ad­
mitted.

We remember, also the trial of 
Maglaughlin there, for killing George 
Swords, not far from town, on the 
Baltimore turnpike — a monstrous 
orlme and the result of the monstrous 
evil of drunkenness.

Among our early reoollectloni of the 
County Hall was a Festival of. the 
ladies of the old atone church, chiefly 
under the management of Miss Xltza 
Seely, who became the wife of Profess­
or Henry Yethake. Also a mloroscopt- 
oal display of a drop of water, a piece 
of cheese, &o, greatly magnified on a 
screen, which first revealed to our as­
tonished eyes the tiny and disagree­
able but otherwise invisible forms of 
organized life.

It  was in this Hall that the people 
of St. John’s Churoh worshipped after 
their old churoh edifice had been taken 
down and before they entered the pres-

W i



ent one—between 1824 and 1827. Here 
too the Second Presbyterian church 
was organized, January 12th, 1832, and 
here for some time they held their 
church services and Sunday school. 
During the erection of their present 
church, which stands on the Bite of the 
previous one, the congregation wor­
shiped In the Oourt Boom, but the 
Sabbath School and Wednesday even­
ing lectures were In the Hall of the 
Good Will Fire Company, on South 
Hanover street west side, about mid­
way between the square and Pomfret 
street.

Also, on the 8th of January 1828, 
near the time when Gen. Andrew 
Jackson was first elected President, 
the Demooraoy had the entire building 
brilliantly Illuminated with candles; 
a full Blzed painting of old Hickory ex­
ecuted by our townsman, Mr. Wm. 
Main, painter, with cannon and ball at 
the hero’s side, the whole festooned 
with flags, and placed in front of the 
"big window" on Hanover street; a 
bonfire was burning and blazing at the 
centre square; and the drum and fife 
were rendering Important services,—all 
to commemorate the battle of Hew 
Orleans, and to honor the chieftain 
who had defeated Packenham In 1815. 
“In consequence of the victory ob­
tained by General Harrison over com­
bined British and Indian armies, the 
Public Buildings of the borough will 
be handsomely Illuminated this even­
ing The Burgess has expressly for­
bidden the firing of guns In the streets, 
lighting up bonfires, &o.. &o. (Carlisle  
H era ld , Friday, Ootober 22, 1813 )

We the children, measurably ig­
norant of the bitterness of party feel-



ing somewhat engendered by the then 
recent charge of B a rg a in  a n d  Sale, 
thought It was a grand display, such 
as our eyes had never before seen.

The boys of both Democrats and 
Federalists enjoyed it, as we all 
thought it a big affair. But—the 
world advances, and our country has 
vastly grown and greatly prospered 
and wonderfully improved, and in­
creasingly solemn and important are 
the duties and responsibilities and op­
portunities and possibilities of the 
men and boys of the present day, and 
God grant that they may prove them­
selves equal to the demands of the 
times—who know what ought to be 
done, and do it, promptly and earnestly.

J A MURRAY, 
Carlisle, 1881.






