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Honorable Elbert N, Carvel
Governor of Delaware
Legislative Hall

Dover, Delaware

Dear Bert:

With this letter I wish to bring to your attention
with considerable urgency the need to save one of our historic
buildings. As you well know there are many buildings in our
State that are threatened, but this one I consider particularly
imperative, Sussex County is not blessed with the number of
historic or fine buildings that we have in New Castle and Kent
Counties, It is, therefore, of considerable importance to
save the ones that have thus far survived., The building in
question is the first Court House built at Georgetown in 1793
and which served the county's needs until 1836, In that year
it was moved from the present site of the Court House to the
location on South Bedford Street near Court House Square It
is now occupied by Olin Johnson, the printer, Confidentially,
we have learned that one or more attorneys are anxious to buy
the property, tear down the old building and build a modern
office building on the site because of the excellent location,
Mr Johnson, who is old and infirm, does not wish to leave his

old home, We are told that he will not live very much longer.
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Honorable Elbert N. Carvel -2 June 26, 1962

We have a verbal option to purchase at a price of $7,500,00
with the understanding that Mr. Johnson can live in the
property tax free., Then we would be free to administer it
for posterity. It was our hope to purchase cheaper but he was
advised by his banker not to sell for less than that amount,
We could not get more than a verbal option and it is for a
limited time only as the attorneys are pressing him to sell
to them,
Because of the threat of destruction to this
significant seat of government In Sussex County and because
of the history connected with it, I earnestly request that you
consider making funds available to us from your Contingency Fund
for the purchase of this propertys. Enclosed is an historical
sketch of the building as well as photographs. I am sure you
are familiar with it's location in the center 6f Georgetown
Business Section. We sincerely hope that you will recognize
the importance of this building and authorize the transfer of
this sum to our Commission from the Contingency Fund for the
purchase of this property. Thank you for your consideration,
Sincerely,
e
tate chivist

LdeV- jb
Enclosures




OLD COURTHOUSE, GEORGETOWN
On south Bedford Street, near Court House Square

When it was decided in 1791 to move the county seat of
Sussex to a more central point of the county than Lewes, the
appropriation for building a Court House in Georgetown was
straitly limited,

A two-storey-and-attic frame house, sheathed with bald-
cypress shingles, five bays in width in modified Georgian sem-
blance, was all the Commissioners could venture to build, even
though the funds for building were advanced by private citizens
who were to be reimbursed by a State-authorised lottery,

This first Court House in the new county seat was really
nothing else than:a fairlyv spacious dwelling house with some
modifications of interior arrangement in order to accommodate
the Court and the County Offices, So far as architectural
considerations went, it was strictly utilitarian and plain as
a pipe-stem. This modest structure built in 1793 served the
needs of the county untid 1836. It stood on the site of the
present Court House,

By 1835 it had become increasingly evident that more com-
modious quarters for the Court and the County Offices were im-
peratively required, and William Strickland, the Philadelphia
engineer and architect was commissioned to design a new Court
House for Sussex County,

Before work on the new Court House started in 1837, the
old frame Court House was sold and moved to a nearby site on
South Bedford Street just south of the Court House Square in

the centre of Georgetown. For a long time after its removal to




Bedford Street it was used as a dwelling, presumably with some
interior alteration to suit purely domestic use. The exterior
remains unchanged. It is now a printing establishment. Absence
of domestic upkeep outside, and interior rearrangement incident
to its present commercial purpose, have not contributed to a
prepossessing appearance,

It is said that for some time after the bullding of the
new Court House "the lawyers of Georgetown placed a great bowl
of egg-nog each Easter on the steps, and the public dipped in."
Whether this pleasant custom originated in the days of the

old Court House is not recorded.




THE COURT HOUSES OF SUSSEX COUNTY

C 1 by Publie ve 4 ienm
H 11 of . r, 1 . 1065
gion now incl within Sus x County, be 1680 The e 111
d 1680 to 1683 Deale, an org iz g 1 imit be th tory
into tnglish control in 1664. As Th i1l ic no to t
of modern t Coumty 1 0. Al the D of York, 1 =» the cl d
whole of the dern County, contrel of its south st rn portion cont st 4 by
the 1timore until 1775.
. 1ier The i11, t of co ty t it ion
until ral 1 tion in 1791, No fo rcourt hous { h L,
tanding the ., B it of buil or buil s which prior to
1740 is now mnk » A eourt hous d out 1740, on portienof t p
e vy Joinming St. ter's Church, conti d im use i1 th courts t

to rgot in 1791. It is dtoh tood 41 about 1833, dto h b

occupi m 1797 to 1817.

G ded for specific purpos of providi ly accessibl
county . Ap t on it 5q cted for th House, fi ¢
wesatw tory d attic building, sh with cypress shingl im tyl

toristic of pri ilin  in glon., It w 1 by 1793, 1 ly ¢
th e of group of private citi s who re ursed the pro of a
lottery horiz 4in 1795. The structure i till ¢ ng on Iadford St Court
H Sq . it d work on ent bullding b g . It |
s 1ling 1 r printing shop., Now it & by 1 st

willl Tt be tered.
On Pebruary 13, 1838 g 1y hoyi d lott ry to rai funds for
Court d offi for3 y. In , 18387 sion

nt to it e ction. Its p s ov oid +« A two



-2 -

story brick build t cted on sit , providing for the County
offi onthe fi t floor d fort oo on th second. Court first 1ldt re

inth 11t of183; ¢t building e toh fully finis de lyinl 0,
within b by ceipts of $15,000 th lott vy, It s by
of th mo widely kn itects of th rlod, 114 Strieckl d, though s 1y
tion 1, s 1 of archit 1 int st. displ d to r
r a renov ion in 1924 d in tails of ext rior co tion and
ch the proportions of thet r. Ho ic stzuet 1 ¢h s t t .
by de of 1960 t Court Hous had in s for County's
busi s. InJ » 1965, the Court w i4m pro s of ecquiriag title to the

site for bulilding for which the pl s 11 .



% gg% AL
St i Gt y forenert o o Do Totriont. yinns %

“\\e&a\s\\\& el (R,

(s
s

A\,\v\&.gﬂ h.&_q&sia\gm\?
Bl Drseetl, oty oo Fovne Goriir s tte Boeer?
B

. Q&\S\ﬁnn § §~M\~.\ . . . .
RQ\%«.\Q\Y&\X\\\\ @A&\NQ\X\A\\ &tumc.ﬁ\in«m \&a\



PUSLEC ARSHIVES COMMISSION
bovar, velaware .

" DATE:; Oct. 10 1 8

TO:  Mr. devalinger

Captain Celahan

Judge James Messick of the Superior Court delivered the
box containing artifaéta and the paper material from the County
Court House in Georgetown.

Judge Messick says that if you have not yet received a

letter, you will receive one from Judge McNeilly concerning this

material,



SUPERIOR COURT

OF THE

STATE oF DELAWARE
Oct. 10, 1968

JOHN J. MENEILLY COURT HousE
ASSOCIATE JUDGE GEORGETOWN,DELAWARE

Public Archives Commission
Dover,
Delaware

Att: Mr. Leon deValinger, Jr,
State Archivist

Dear Mr, deValinger:

In reply to your letter of August 27, 1968, please be
advised that I have turned over to Judge Messick everything
that was found in the column of the old Georgetown Court
House, and I would be more than happy for you to do with
these items whatever you feel is appropriate,

Very yours,

&

JTMc:E ”



PUBLIC ARCHIVES COMMISSION

Dover, Delaware

LEMORANDEM ¢ PATE: Oc tober 29. 19468

T Mp, deValinger

FROM: captain Calahan

Justice Carey of the Supreme Court called from Geargetown to
say that although the pillars have been reerected on the Sussex County
Court House, the architect states that if he could get the mementos recently
removed from the Court House and now in your posdession, arrangements can be
made to incorporate them into some portion of the building.

Justice Carey emphasized that he hoped it would nd be necessary
to make a special trip down. I advised him that you would call him

tomorrow and discuss the ma tter with him.



Some Reminis¢ences of the Old
Court House

8trolling sbout Georgetown, after a long absence, one half
square from the Farmers' Bank, 8. E., our attention was directed te
a "Por Sale," placard on an old frame building. It was the eld
Court House about 30 x U0 feet, covered with cedar shingles from
top to bottom and built in 1792-3. Early boyhood recollections
cluster eround that building. In it we learned to make the first
erochets of writing, and there we saw the first scheol exhibition,
under the direction of J. (G. Barker, and we doubt, comnsidering the
preparation, with imported stage scenery and the interest manifested
by sueh as James M. Rench, Clifford Paynter, Frank Gibbons, Alfred P.
Robinson, and ex~Gov. Steckley, (Stockley the only one living)
whether it has been supassed. Among the things remembered was the
declamation of your townsman, A. P. Bwing:

"My name is Norval, om the Grampian hills my father feeds his
floeks, a frugal swain.®

And how the house came down as Adolphus made his bow and exit.
Henceforth his name was Norval. At the window to the left of the
entrance fronting the Square, we cast our first vote. A squad of
very small boys were playing and they were marched up to the window,
a ballot was given sach, we were lifted up by the late Capt. James
Steele and the vote received by Purmell Johnson. Perhaps Attorney
Chas. M. Cullen was one of the numberj; we think he was. That ballet
has been cherished. Both these mea were elected sheriff, They were
rivals and very popular. Judging from the company, we voted Federal
tickets, though we were all Democrats. Yet it was es judielously
done as much of the present day voting.

Scores of times has the writer seen the coaviets %hug Susan,® -
half a dosen to a dozen between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. The post stood
& short distance from the back door of the present Court House and
the publie offices were scattered over the county grounds. I have
seen more men at one flogging than are now seen in half a dosen,

One Shadrach Pippin, a motorious thief, rather delighted in the
exhibitions, and was up several times. Indeed, he would not stay
out of prison, for no socner out than he would commit another theft.
He is the enly one we remember of having been several times punished.
One generally sufficed. And it was not the severity of flogging
that had the effect. It was done with small switches. If 21 lashes
were to be administered four switches would be used, five with the
first three and six with the last, the last one always being the
best laid on. It has proven itself to be the best page upon our
statutes, the very best of the relies of barbariem, and long may it
live even under a new constitution.
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In this old Court House such men as the elder Bayard's father,
and the father of the present Secretary of State, have tried many
cases. Apropos, ons of the late Judge Wootten's stories. The
aldest Bayard and Vandyke were attorneys for a Mr. Burton. It was
an important land case. Burton was successful. Overjoyed, he
threw two shot bags of allver upen the table with the exclamation,
"] want to pay you."” Whereupon each attorney drew & bag to himself
with the remark, "Just the money, Mr. Burton;” and this has been a
saying in Sussex county since., Vandyke, Rogers, Bates, J. M. Claytonm,
Thomas Clayton, Boeth, Judge Robinson, Thomas Cooper, E. D. Cullenm,
Judges Black, Wootten and Layton, et al, were prominent figures in
their day in this building. The eratory and scathing sarcasm ef
these were famous. Bayard on legal questions before ths ocourt;
Clayton with his pathos and eontagious warmth and feeling before a
jury; Robert Frame with his knowledge of law and its applieation te
cases, and Bates sitting by with his red bandana overflowing with
enotion, were said to de egqual to any emergency.

The first Chief Justice was Rieves Holt - 1745. At that time
there were no lawyers} every man was his own. Jeseph Earle is the
first Lawyer of whom there is any vrecerd -- 1767-75. There is one

of an earlier date mentioned as coming from Philadelphia. The
Judges were a Chief Justice, second and third assistant, and were
farmers and buginess men chosen chiefly for their good conmon sense

and sober judgment, deciding acecording to right and equity.

Up to the moving of the Court House from Lewes to Georgetown
in 1793, Sussex county only embraced five hundreds, viz: Cedar
COreek, Lewes & Rehoboth, Indian River, Broadkiln and Baltimore.
These were known as "0ld Sussex."

In 1805 this eld building was struck by lightning. Court was
in session but very few persons present. Dr. White, of Lewes, was
killed. He was the only person reclining with the back of his
chair against the wall.

The present Court House was built im 1638 by Laytom & Sipple,
at that day the most extemasive merchants of the county. The wood
work was by George Harris, of (eorgetown, still living and healthy.
It vas dedicated to its present uses by Hon. John M. Clayton im a
speech delivered while standing within the bar at the entrance near
the crier's stand. He told his fellow cltisens that he would next
address them on political questions, and that he would enter the
campaign with rolled up sleeves, and he fulfilled his promise in
the first political speech ever delivered in the court room, stand-
ing at the east corner of the Judges' stand with his sleeves above
his elbows, and as he led a large majority of Delawareans in these
days followed.

H.




