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—OTHER 

[OWNER OF PROPERTY 
NAME 

County of Leon 
STREET & NUMBER 

Pub l i c Square 
CITY. TOWN 

C e n t e r v i l l e VICINITY OF 

STATE 

LOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
COURTHOUSE 
REGISTRY OF DEEDS.ETC n c c - c ^ - o-i i T ^ , 

Office of tne Lounty Clerk. Leon County Courtnouse 
STREET & NUMBER 

P u b l i c Square 
CITY. TOWN STATE 

Centerville 

REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 
TITLE Recorded Texas H i s t o r i c Landmark & His t o r i c Sites Inventory 

DATE 
1966 & 1976 —FEDERAL KsTATE —COUNTY —LOCAL 

DEPOSITORY FOR 

SURVEYRECORDS T c x a s H i s t o r l c a l C o m m i s s i o n 

CITY.TOWN 

A u s t i n 
STATE 

T e x a s 



B DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION C H E C K ONE C H E C K ONE 

—EXCELLENT —DETERIORATED —UNALTERED JtORIGINAL SITE 

X.GOOD —RUINS JtALTERED —MOVED DATE 

—FAIR —UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Centerville public square i s the s i t e of several county structures. A l l 
located on the square, the Leon County Courthouse and two county j a i l s survive i n 
good o r i g i n a l condition. A l l three are fi n e examples of buildings constructed to 
serve government i n counties with small populations and modest f i n a n c i a l means. 
Small i n size, the buildings display a t t r a c t i v e although restrained design features. 

The plan of the Leon County Courhouse i s unusual i n Texas. B u i l t on a scale 
that characterized the e a r l i e r antebellum temples of j u s t i c e of the Lone Star 
State, the plan i s rectangular with a single corridor extending lengthwise through 
the ground story. On either side are three o f f i c e s . A single s t a i r i n the corridor 
provides access to a landing on the north side of the second story. On either side 
of t h i s landing i s a small j u r y room; the courtroom occupies most of the second-
story space. 

The construction of the courthouse i s similar to other Texas county govern
mental buildings dating from the 1880's. A foundation of bricks was l a i d upon fi r m 
clay bearing three feet below the surface. For the walls, i t was specified that 
English Portland cement be used i n the mortar rather than lime. Floors were struc
tured with wooden j o i s t s . To protect the ground f l o o r j o i s t s against r o t , cast-
iron v e ntilators were i n s t a l l e d i n the brick w a l l s — a l s o a common practice. 

S t y l i s t i c a l l y , the temple is noteworthy fo r a conservative composition 
ty p i c a l of antebellirai courthouses, but the details are consistent with other 
late-nineteenth-century work. Brick pilasters with corbeling intended to represent 
Classical Doric capitals supporting an architrave a r t i c u l a t e the facades into f i v e 
bays on the north and south and four bays on the east and west—which had been 
typ i c a l of the Greek Revival. Brick stringcourses, two of which are located at 
window s i l l l e vel further relieve the severity of the w a l l . A sheetmetal cornice 
containing a gutter terminated the composition. Window and door openings are 
spanned with s t i l t e d arches of brick. On both stories window sashes, with two 
over two l i g h t s , are hung with cords and weights. Above the second-story windows 
a transom was i n s t a l l e d to accomodate the high c e i l i n g space of the courtroom. 
Window s i l l s are ir o n . On the east the two center openings of the ground story 
are f i l l e d with brick panels. 

A small portico supported by paired iron columns with pedestals and Corinthian-
esque capitals emphasized the south entrance. These bear upon low brick walls and 
support a wooden balcony with a decorative i r o n r a i l i n g . 

The i n t e r i o r s t i l l retains most of i t s nineteenth-century character. The c e i l 
ings on the f i r s t and second f l o o r are beaded lumber, rather than plaster and 
pressed metal. According the commissioners' court records the windows on the 
ground story had shutters while blinds were hung on the outside of the upper story 
windows—details which are now gone. _ 
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The building was w e l l provided with fireplaces. Each of the six ground-story 
offices had a fireplace and mantle; one was i n s t a l l e d i n each of the second-story 
jury rooms and two were i n s t a l l e d i n the courtroom. Outside, the chimnies with 
t h e i r ornamental caps provided a broken skyline. 

Located on the northeast corner of the public square, the nineteenth-century 
j a i l also survives i n near o r i g i n a l condition. Typical of many i n Texas i t i s a 
two-story brick building. Openings, some which are now f i l l e d with bricks, are 
spanned by s t i l t e d arches, r e f l e c t i n g the arc h i t e c t u r a l s t y l e of the courthouse. 
Brick stringcourses g i r d l e the building on both stories and intersect the openings 
at the level of the arch imposts. Located between the cornice and the upper 
stringcourse, corner pil a s t e r s incorporating b r i c k corbeling are unusual features. 
Iron "S" shaped plates located at the corners t i e the brick walls into the second-
story f l o o r . A hipped roof covers the structure. This building now serves 
miscellaneous functions. 

Near the southeast corner of the public square, i s located a j a i l b u i l t i n 
1918. This i s a two story structure which o r i g i n a l l y contained s h e r i f f ' s quarters 
on the ground level and ce l l s i n the upper story. 

The s t y l e of the 1918 j a i l symbolized strength. Incorporated in t o the 
design are corner towers and crenellations—representations of Medieval m i l i t a r y 
architectural features. 

Other features of the buil d i n g , however, are straightforward. Openings are 
spanned with l i n t e l s and the walls have l i t t l e r e l i e f . The main accents are pro
vided by buff-colored brick stringcourses. 

Although the building i s no longer used for detention, i t i s s t i l l sound and 
serves county functions. Offices of the county surveyor are located w i t h i n , while 
an annex adjacent to i t i s the home of the Leon County Abstract Company. 
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BUILDER/ARCHITECT Courthouse - W. M. Johnson 
J a i l s - 1893-1894. unknown; 1918 - Southern Struc-

t u r a l Steel Company 

The Leon County Courthouse and J a i l s have both arc h i t e c t u r a l and h i s t o r i c a l 
significance. The courthouse and old j a i l are simple yet d i g n i f i e d expressions 
with Classical l i n e s ; the 1918 j a i l displays Medieval m i l i t a r y architectural 
elements. A l l are located on the Centerville public square which has been the center 
of governmental a c t i v i t i e s since the founding of the town. 

Located i n East Texas adjacent to the T r i n i t y River, Leon County was created 
i n 1846. Upon the organization of the county, the town of Leona, located near 
the southern county l i n e , became the county seat. However, i n 1850 the seat of 
government was moved to Centerville near the geographical center of the county where 
i t has remained. Although the 1870 county population of 6,523 had increased to 
16,583 by 1910, the Texas Almanac, 19 76-1977 l i s t s the 1973 population at 8,300. 
Centerville contains less than 1,000 people. 

In 1858 the o r i g i n a l courthouse was replaced by a brick building. This 
Antebellum courthouse, which must have been a Greek Revival styled work, served 
well through the C i v i l War and Reconstruction. Nonetheless by the 1870's numerous 
repairs had become imperative and i n 1873 a tax was levied f o r building a new j a i l 
and repairing the courthouse. The courthouse roof was recovered and the old shingles 
were sold. In addition the chimnies and windows were repaired. 

Late i n 1885 th i s courthouse bumed but one or more of the safes survived. 
Subsequently, i n response to an urgent need f o r a safe depository f o r records, an 
order was issued by the commissioners' court to bu i l d two fireproof vaults on the 
si t e of the old courthouse using bricks from the ruins. A new temple of j u s t i c e 
was to be b u i l t around these. These vaults were to be located i n the space that 
had existed between the offices of the county and d i s t r i c t clerks. Then a resolution 
was introduced to buil d a new courthouse on the same plan as the old. Early i n 1886 
the plans and specifications of Wm. Johnson were accepted and i n v i t a t i o n s for bids 
were published i n the Democrat ( C e n t e r v i l l e ) , the Galveston Daily News, and the 
Fort Worth Daily Gazette. The contract was awarded to P. J. Gi l l e n , a contractor 
from Mississippi, for $11,750—an exceptionally low figure f o r new Texas courthouses 
at t his time. 

Several years l a t e r the county judge and four county commissioners determined 
to build a new j a i l . To be sure, f a c i l i t i e s f o r the detention of criminals had 
never been satisfactory. The orders which had authorized a new j a i l i n 1873 c u l 
minated i n the purchase of a store building from V. H. McAnnally for $2,500. 
This served as a temporary j a i l which was e n t i r e l y unsatisfactory. (This structure 
was located on l o t 73, block 18). 
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Finally i n 1893 a contract for the construction of a new j a i l was awarded to 
contractors Robb and Wilson f o r $3,850 and shortly thereafter the old temporary 
j a i l was sold at public auction. Early i n 1894 i t was completed and a new fence 
was set up around the building. I n 1906 new cells furnished by the Southern 
Structural Steel Company were i n s t a l l e d , and various repairs were made. 

Since t h i s j a i l evidently proved inadequate, a second j a i l was b u i l t near the 
courthouse and the e a r l i e r j a i l . I n 1918 the southern Structural Steel Company of 
San Antonio was contracted to b u i l d a new j a i l , according to plans they furnished. 
The building was completed and accepted that year. 

The courthouse and two j a i l s have served the county for over a half century 
and continue i n use today. 

Several new structures have been b u i l t on the square since the 1918 j a i l was 
completed. The s h e r i f f ' s o f f i c e s and the j a i l c e l l s are now i n a new building on 
the northwest corner of the square. In 1973 a courthouse o f f i c e annex designed by 
Robert W. Caldwell and Associates was erected east of the 1918 j a i l . At the time 
of preparation of t h i s form another new building i s under construction near the 
center of the public square. I t i s intended that the structures b u i l t w i t h i n the 
past f i f t y years be excluded from National Register status. 

GPO 892 455 
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