7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

— excellent — . deteriorated ___ unaltered X original site

X_ good —_ruins _X altered — _moved date N/A
— fair - Unexposed

Describe the present and original (it known) physical appearance
SUMMARY DESCRIPTION

Giles Cownty Courthouse is located on the public square in Pearisburg, formed by two
major streets. The building has evolved in several stages, with the original Federal-style
. section, constructed by Thomas Mercer in 1836 displaying excellent workmanship in such
details as its brickwork and comice. The central block with wings stands as the chief
architectural landmark in the mowntainous commmity.

ARCHTTECTURAL ANALYSIS

Giles County Courthouse was originally a T-shaped structure composed of the present
two-story projecting central block built in 1836 by Thomas Mercer. The smaller flanking
wings were added soon after the first construction. The three sections are built of painted,
Flemish~bond brickwork with five-course-American bond at the sides and rear above a lime-
stone foundation. Several 20th-century additions have been constructed at the rear of
this section.

The central block is covered with a steep, asphalt-shingled hipped roof with a large
octagonal cupola at its apex. The cupola features segmental arched multi-paned windows
crovmed by a domical roof. Gable roofs with asphalt shingles pierced by interior end
chimeys cover the wings. A projecting molded cornice mmns along the perimeter of the
roof lines decorated with circular applied trim, dentil bands, and mutules. The portico,
added in 1900, rises a full two stories supported by paired, fluted Corinthian colums.
The building's cornice is repeated on the portico's pediment. Sheltered by the portico,
the entrance consists of double doors with a broad fanlight set into a brick arch with
reeded soffit. Traces of a window arch centered above in the second story can be seen
behind the pediment. Exterior end chimneys at one time framed the central block but have
been closed and the chimey stacks removed.

Originally, fenestration across the facade consisted of equal size window openings
with doors located in the first story of each wing. When the portico was added, the
windows were changed to 2/2 double-humg sash on the first-story center block with tall
9/9 double~-hung sash below six~light transoms in the second story. Fenestration through-
out the rest of the building comnsists of various size hung sash. All of the window open-
ings have brick jack arches.

The west wing has been altered by being made deeper several feet, thus changing the
roof pitch.

A two-story hyphen comnects the front section with the three-story rear (north)
addition built in 1900. These additions have been treated similarly to the original
portion of the building. Secondary entrances are located in the east and west gable ends
of the addition, the west end protected by a single-story portico.

The interior of the building has also witnessed numerous alterations. Stairs origi-
nally flanked the main entrance and joined on a landing directly above at the rear of the
courtroom. The stairs are now located in the east wing. The courtroom was rempdeled in
1941 at which time high birch-paneled wainscoting was added. The focal point of the room

(See Contimuation Sheet #1)



8. Significance

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below

_— prehistoric ____ archeology-prehistoric ____ community planning ___ landscape architecture____ religion

__.1400-1499 ___ archeology-historic’ — - conservation — law . — sclence

—1500-1599 ____ agricuiture —  economics . literature - ———sculpture

—_1600-1699 X __ architecture — education _X military . — Sacial/

— 1700-1799 ____art —— engineering — music - humanitarian

X _1800-1898 ____ commerce — exploration/settiement ___ philosophy — theater

— 1900~ — communications — industry ..X_politics/government __ transportation
— invention — other {specity}

Specific dates 1830 Builder/Architect Thomas Mercer

Statement of Significance {in one paragraph)
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Federal-style Giles County Courthouse, the earliest and most prominent landmark
in the town of Pearisburg, is the third courthouse to stand on the town's central public
square since the county was established in 1806. The structure's original two-story central
block with its distinctive octagonal cupola, constructed in 1836 by Thomas Mercer, displays
handsome workmanship and detailing that bear a stylistic similarity to several notable
area residences which traditionally have been attributed to an unknown Bedford County builder
or builders. The courthouse square achieved Civil War significance as the theatre for a
military encounter between Union and Confederate troops in May 1862 that is graphically
recorded in the diary of Lt. Col. Rutherford B. Hayes, the Union officer then in command
and later 19th president of the United States. The ca. 1900 portico and other additions
and alterations of the same period reflect the prosperity that followed intense railroad,
lumber, and coal development in much of Soutlwest Virginia at the end of the 19th century.

HISTORICAL RACKGROUND

Giles County, named for U.S. Senator, Congressman, and Govemor of Virginia William
Branch Giles, was formed in January 1806 from Montgomery, Monroe (now in West Virginia), and
Tazewell counties. In December 1805 citizens of the area presented a petition to the
General Assembly calling for the creation of a new county because of hardships suffered
by inhabitants of the area when traveling across the rugged land to any of the three dis-
tant courthouses. A bill designating a new county soon won legislative approval,and on .
May 16, 1806, the new justices of the peace for Giles County held their first meeting
at the house of George Pearis, a prominent local merchant.! Pearis offered the county
by a deed of gift on July 9, 1806, fifty-three acres of land for a town, a portion of
which was to be designated as a public square.? In addition, he offered to fumish stone
and timber for a temporary log courthouse. The log building was used until 1808 when
a two-story stone courthouse was constructed by the builders Henry Smith and Samson Smith.
That same year the town of Pearisburg was created officially by an act of the General
Asserbly and named in honor of its public-spirited founder.

Martin's Gazetteer of Virginia described the town in 1835, one year before the
present courthouse was campleted, as having ordinary county buildings, about thirty
houses, four stores, two taverns, two common schools, two tanyards, two saddlers, two
hatters, two cabinetmakers, one chair maker and painter, one shoe factory, one wheel-
wright, one tailor, and one brick and stone mason.3

Apart from the lack of refinement of the county's courthouse, impetus for construc-
tion of a new courthouse was provided by the commencement of the Cumberland Gap Turnpike
in 1834, which when completed cormected Pearisburg with towns to the east and west. On

September 29, 1834, commissioners were appointed by the court to contract for a new court-
house and clerk's office and to choose a location within the public square on which to

build the new structures,

(See Continuation Sheet #1)




















