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The outcome of the November 4 sales tax

referendum will impact on the future of both
the historic courthouse and the sheriffs
residence. If the referendum is approved, the
courthouse will be preserved and converted to

offias for court services. Although the his-
toric jail un11be demolished for the new courts

building, the 1905 sheriff's residence will be

kept and converted into much neetkd court-re-
lated space. This action will preserve an in-
creasingly rare, but very important example
of county jurisprudence-a courthouse and

sheriff's residence sharing the courthouse
square. If the referendum fails, the future of
these bul1dings is unknown.

Champaign County Courthouse

The history of Champaign County's
courthouses is an interesting one, espe-
cially since it is hard to discern exactly
how many courthouses the county has
built. Some people say the current build-
ing is number four, others think it is num-
ber five. It all depends on whether one
counts temporary buildings and if major
"remodelings" count as new buildings.
The following courthouse history was
gleaned from information found in coun-
ty histories, newspaper accounts, and the
vertical files of the Champaign County
Historical Archives.

Early Courthouses

Champaign County was organized in
1833, when it was separated from Ver-
milion County, and an order for a tem-
porary courthouse was issued in 1836.
The lowest bidder was John Craig, who
did not finish the frame building by the
June deadline; therefore court was con-
tinued to be held in private houses. This
first building was sold and removed from
the lot by Asahel Bruer, who clapboarded
the structure and it became his hotel, the
"Urbana House."

In June, 1840, the County Board re-
quested bids for another temporary build-
ing to be completedl>y September, 1841.
A frame one-story building, 20 x30 feet,
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A 1906 view of the "remodeled" Champaign County Court House which opened in 1901. In the
distance is the 1905 Sheriff's Residence and Jail. Both buildings were designed by Joseph Royer.
Courtesy of Champaign County Historical Archives. -

was constructed by Moses D. and Wil-
liam Harvey for $346. Eventually it was
considered inadequate and was ordered
sold. In 1848 it was moved to a site later

occupied by the Methodist Episcopal
Church and was sold in 1849 to the Ur-
bana School District, which used the
building for a school unti11855.

First Brick Courthouse

In late December, 1847, the County Com-
missioners appointed a committee to
draw up the necessary specifications for a
new courthouse and report back the next
day. This was done and the plans, by T.L.
Dennis, were approved; twenty days later
bids for construction were opened. (Im-
agine such speed and decisiveness in a
time without phones or fax machines!)
The contract was given to Edward O.
Smith and Benjamin Dillehunt, of -
Decatur, for a total of $2,744. This brick
building was 30 x40 feet with two stories
and a bell tower in the center of the roof.

Ten years later, however, the 1848 court-
house was considered spatially adequate

for public use, nor was it fireproof and
therefore was considered unsafe for the

storage of public records. Succeeding
grand juries and the courts complained to-
the County Board about this defect and
called for the erection of fireproof offices.
At the same time, rapidly growing West
Urbana (now Champaign) was agitating
to move the coimty seat to the new town,
and the voting populace probably would
have supported such a move.

The Ater Courthouse

The Urbana-dominated County Board,
under the direction of Judge Edward
Ater, inteIpreted the need for fireproofing
the courthouse quite liberally and hired
an architect to plan an "addition" to the
courthouse. The plans by architect Alex.
Bowman were approved by the County
Board, but when executed in 1859, actual-
ly resulted-in the razing of the 1848 court-
house to its foundations, leaving one wall
standing and a new fireproof building in
its place. A contract was made with con-
tractor B.V.Enos of Indianapolis to con-




