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1. Neme of Prooertv
historic name Seward County Courthouse
other  names/s i te  number SWO9-93

2- Locetion
street & number Seward bet 5th & 6th Sts
ci tv-  town Seward

N/A
N/A

not for oubl icat ion
vicinity

state Nebraska code NE countv seward code I59 z io code 68434

3. Classification
Ownership of Property
t 1 private
lxl public-local
t I public-state
t 1 public-Federal

Category of Property
t 1 building(s)
Ix] district
t I site
t 1 structure
t I object

Number of Resources within Property
Contr ibuting Noncontr ibuting

I bui ldings
sites
structures
objects

I Total
Name of related multiple property listing:
Countv Courthouses of Nebraska

Number of contributing resources previously
l isted in the National Register I

4. State/Federal Asency Certification
As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby
certify that this [{ nomination [ ] request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards
for registering pioperties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60, In my opinion, the property [7(] meets [ ] does not meet the
Na0ional cri teria. [  ]  See continuation sheet.

gnature of cert i fying off icial

In my opinion, the property I I meets I I does not meet the National Register criteria. [ ] See cont. sheet.

Signature of commenting or other off icial Date

State or Federal aqencv and bureau
5. Nationd Prrk Service Certification
I, hereby, certify that this property is:
[  ]  entered in the National Register.

[  ]  See continuation sheet
[ ] determined eligible for the National

Register. [  ]  See continuation sheet.
[  ]  determined not el igible for the

National Register.

[ ] removed from the National Register.

Date

[ ]  other, (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action



6. Function or Use
IJistoric Functions (enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Government / courthouse Governrnent/courthouse

7. Ilescriotion
Arch i tectural Classif icat ion
(enter categories from instruct ions)

C lass ica l  Rev iva l

Materials (enter categories from instructions)

foundation stone
walls stone

roof a sphalt
other stone

Describe present and historic physical appearance.
[X] See continuation sheet, section 7 , page l .

8. Statement of Sienificance
Cert i fying off icial has considered the signif icance of this property in relat ion to other propert ies:

[ ]  national ly [xJ statewide [ ]  local ly

Applicable National Register Criteria [x] A t I  B [x] C t I  D

C r i t e r i a C o n s i d e r a t i o n s ( E x c e p t i o n s )  t l A  t l B  t l C  I D  I E  I F  I G

Areas of Signif icance
(Enter categories from instruct ions)
Architecture

Period of Significance Significant Dates

19  05  -07

N/APol it icslqovernment 19  05 -3  9

Cultural Aff i l iat ion
N/A

Significant Person
N / A

Architect/Bui lder
Ber l i nqho f ,  Georse  A .

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance
noted above.

[X] See continuation sheet, section 8, page l.
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Buitt  in l9o5-07, the seltard county courthouse is an excel lent, largely
unaltered exarnple of the Property Type, county capitol . ft is anong the
last of 18 extant exarnples bul1t in Nebraska, five of which are
individually listed on the National Register. fdentifying features
include: corner towers and central dome, four entrances (original ly),
pernanent costly nateri .als, Classical Revival styl lst ic inf luence, and
lnpresslon of a governnent buildlng of pernanence and eolidity. The
courthouse ls a good exarnple of the work of an important Nebraska
archltect, ceorge A. Berf inghof; his use of the C1assical RevivaL shows
his ability to idapt to changing stylistlc pieferences. The courthouse
is part of the serrard county courthouse square Historic District.

The Seward County Courthouse has three storles, aLthough the srnooth,
rusticated stone of the ground leveI gives the appearance of a raised
basement. Access onto this ground floor is via three steps down on the
north facade, although the entries are at grade for the other facades.

Pavllions wlth squared tops and pedirnents are centered on aII four sldes
of the 80x100r rectangular bui lding. With i ts single round-arched entry,
the north facade was lntended to be the prinary entrance, in essence,
flrst anong equals. The other entrances have three snall archways that
forn an arcade. An inportant design characteristic are the four corner
towers with a stone paneled parapet and Low bulbous domes and the lofty
ribbed center dorne (with cupola) that rlses fron a taII drun. The drun
is decorated ltith pediments, smooth and squared engaged columns, and
chining clocks.

The flat-roofed bullding is faced with snooth linestone, a halhnark of
the Classical. Revival sty1e. Other Classical Revival elements include:
slznrnetrical arrangement, nonumental proportlons (especially the large
srnooth engaged colunns), f lat nouLded l intels, pedinented pavi l lons,
snooth surface, and unadorned parapet. Other notable features are the
attractive round-arched entry lrith acanthus keystone on the north facade,
Corinthian capitals on srnooth engaged colurnns (at pavilions) or squared
pllasters (at corners), ground f loor arcades, top and side l ights around
the north door, and the nighty central. done resting on its octagonal
drun. Rectangular windows have transoms, sinple surrounds, and those
that are grouped share a uoulded sill. First fl.oor corner windows are
tnore el.aborate, with pedinents and consoles.

A drar{rlng of the proposed courthouse when lt was flrst bullt shows a
slightly more exuberant design of Beaux-Arts inspiration. However, the
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finished product was more sinplified. For exarRple, the parapet is soIld
that is shown on the drawing as a baLustrade. The courthouse is a
transitional exanple that draws frorn Beaux-Arts and Classical Revival
stylistic elenents, but the latter seems to be the dominant influence.

The buildingrs floorplan is cornpact, and county offices are located off
a small  interior haLlway on the f irst f loor. The sole stalrcase is
located at the center of the north facade across fron the entry. An
unusual feature was that one south door was intended to give direct
access to ground leve1 public toilets. Indeed, provision of such
faci l i t ies for farrn fani l ies visi t ing the county seat was a sel l ing point
in the courthouse bond issue carnpaign. The county provided a natron for
the ladiesr restroorn. A large assembly room was also on the ground
floor.

ALterations to the exterlor are ninirnal, expected, and handled sensitive-
ly: spiral netal fire stairs on the east facade, nest entrance closed
off, replacernent windows. The lnterlor has been considerably changed,
nith dropped ceilings, fluorescent lights, wood paneling, and sone nerd
wall partitions. The district courtroon has nolr been divided into two
courtroons. AIso during the early 1970s renovation, an elevator to
provide handicapped access was placed in haLl space directly south of the
staintell . fn the nid-1950s the ladies lounge luas converted to a county
Judgers chambers becauEe he could not cllnb stairs. However, a public
restroom with a separate entrance has again been placed on the ground
f1oor.

Original features remain in hallways, including plaster capitals and
moulding, tertazzo flooring, narble stairs, baseboards, and counters in
offices, and metal balusters and newels topped with urns. An attractl,ve
netal plaque in the flrst floor hallway recognizes the generous donation
Lewis and Mary l.{offitt rnade to the county for the courthouse.

The courthouse is centered on a courthouse square which has a host of
nature trees (naking photographing difficult). Cornmercial buildings and
attractive brick streets surround it on all sides. cement walks lead to
all four entrances and also around the buildlng. A bandstand apparently
of recent construction, benches, sinple f1agpo1e, four very 1ow plaques
dedlcated to veterans of Wor1d wars I and II, and the Korean and Viet Nan
confl icts, and a f ine G.A.R. statue erected June 25, 1924 In rnemory of
Civil War veterans are all located on the principal (north) facade. For
this nonination, srnall objects were not counted, the newer bandstand is
a noncontr ibuting buitding, and the c.A.R. statue a contr ibutlng obJect.
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The sesrard county courthouse is architecturaLly significant (Criterion
c) and also historical ly signif icant (Criterion A) for i ts associatLon
with politics and locaI governnent. The property derives its historic
signif icance as the focal point for the adninistrat ion of local
governnent and institutions ln seward county. It ls an exceptional
exarnple of public architecture and contains good exarnples of design
features and faci l i t ies dist inct ive to i ts design and use as a court-
house. In addition, the courthouse is a fine example of the work of an
irnportant Nebraska architect, George A. Berlinghof. vlith its standing
as a late and excellent example of the county capitoL in Nebraska and as
one of eight courthouse designs by Berlinghof (or his firn), the seward
county courthouse is of Statewide Significance.

As an inrportant exanple of the county capitol, the courthouse contains
design features and facilities distinctive to its design and use (such
as f ireproof vaults), has corner towers and a doue, costly naterials, and
distinctive ornanentation. Elenents of the design conbine effectively
to convey an irnpression of a government building of pernanence and
solidity, another feature of the County Capitol. The Period of
Signif icance is 1905, nhen construction began, to 1939, when the trf i f ty
year ruletr takes effect. The Seltard County Courthouse is being norninated
as an exanple of the Property Type, county courthouses of Nebraska
(county capitol) of the context, county Government in Nebraska, 1854-
]-94]-, fron the Multiple Property Submission, county Courthouses of
Nebraska .

sev/ard County is the first county west of LLncoLn, Nebraska. with its
proxinity to the state capital, the county was organized rather early in
the staters sett lement history, ln 1865. sett lers in the south part of
the county along an estabfished road wanted the county seat designatlon,
but those in the north were able to delay consideration for severaL
years.

Repeated elections in which none of the conpeting conmunities received
a sufflcient nurnber of votes as well as court cases further delayed
settlenent of the county seat question. Three places, se$tard, Milford'
and camden, conpeted for the county seat deslgnation, with Milford the
early winner. se$tard backers rernained hopeful and active, and the iEsue
was not finally settled untit october 1871. county voters selected
seward, which was platted in 1858, at that tirne.

According to a 1916 county history
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A court house was coneidered not only a necessity, but a help
to seal the location of the county capital, therefore funds
were procured by private donations to erect a court house in
accordance with the needs of the county.

The first courthouse, which did not occupy the present courthouse sqluare,
was a frame bulldlng ttrat soon proved inadequate for county needs. The
county rented rooms for more fireproof storage space than the courthouse
could provide betneen 1879 and 1907 nhen the present building was
conpleted.

It was apparent that the county needed a nore suitable house of govern-
nent. Among thoEe vho recognized this need was Lewis Moffitt, a farmer
and the founder of seward. In 1900 Moffltt died and under the terrns of
his wlII left a farn to the county, with certain restrictions. Upon the
death of his wife Mary the land nas to be sold and the noney used tonards
building a courthouse and Jal1 . The courthouse, whlch had to be on the
public sqluare, had to cost at least $80,000, and with the jal l  to cost
not more than $1.00,000, according to the terns of the wiI l .  The Dtoff i t t
gi f t  cane to approxlnately $30,000.

one year after Moffittt6 death, in 1901, Seward County voters rej ected
a $100,000 bond lssue for the courthouse and JaiI .  The county had to
wait to take advantage of Moffittts generosity. After receiving a
petitlon calling for a bond issue election, the county caIled for such
an election to be hetd in Novenber 1904. county officials and seward
boosters then undertook a concerted carnpaign to persuade voters of the
need for a bond issue in order to erect a suitable courthouse. Lively
debates ensued over financing methods and placing the courthouse on the
town square. Nehrspaper articLes pointed out that treconony and safety and
public convenience all dercandrr a fireproof courthouse with county offlces
all in one place. Other articles noted that the county could weII afford
the extra tax to pay for the bonds. To secure the fann vote, boosters
boasted that the courthouse would have restroorns for vlsiting farmers and
their fani l ies to use.

The bond issue election passed on Novenber 10, 1904. The county board
concentrated on courthouse construction and delayed work on a separat€
jai l .  Although the Moff i t t  estate and the bond issue included a-Jai l ,
it was not bul1t until L915, reportedly because the bonds were mislaid
for a tirne. The Jail was not built on the courthouse square.

Six architects conpeted for the courthouse comrnission. On June 4' I9O5,
the board selected George Berllnghof, apparently because they like his
design of the Thayer iounty Courthouse. Built in 1901, this nuch
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rnodified building ls a rock-faced Richardsonian Romanesque design, in
contrast with the Classical Revival Seuard County Courthouse.

The contractors selected in Apri l  1905, with a bid of 980,350, l tere
Marxen and Rokahr of Avoca, Iolta. The firn had just cotnpleted a
courthouse in Denison, Iowa. separate contracts were Let to L.w.
Ponerene and conpany of Lincoln for heating and plunbing ($5,100) and to
John Martz of Seward for electrical work (9775). These contracts rnay be
the first instance of separate contracts let for Nebraska courthouses,
reflecting changes in courthouse construction techniques.

Groundbreaking cerernonies were held on June 4, 1905, and the local
newspaper noted that rrwork has at last conmenced on settard countyrs new
courthouse.rr The construction project attracted workers fron Iowa and
other states to the east. Four are knoltn to have remained in selrard.
The cornerstone was laid, with suitable fanfare, on September 20, 1.905.

Delays fron suppliers and problerns with the general contractor slowed
progress at times. For example, the contractor refused to pay the
builder of the done, Des llolnes Bridge and rron works' saying hthat
arrived r as not what was ordered. By septenber 1906 it was clear the
buildinq would not be finished at the agreed tirne, october 1905. After
enduring further delays and investigating their cause, the board fired
Marxen and Rokahr. It was not until June 1907 that county officials
moved into the new courthouse. Lawsuits dragged on, and the county was
forced to pay $18,ooo in danages and settle out of court with another
$3 ,984 .

In addition to its standing as the seat of county governnent, the Seward
county courthouse le of architectural interest. The design. effectively
cornbines the nassing of the county Capitol Property Type with eLenents
of the Classica1 Revival style and appears to be the earliest exarnple of
this conbination in the state.

The earliest extant county capitol courthouse in Nebraska was buiLt in
1888-89 in Johnson county. Construction began on the seward county
exanple 1? years later, reflecting the popularity of. the property type.
when- cornparld with earlier Berlinghof courthouses (see tle 1899-1900
nichards5nian Ronanesque Nenaha County Courthouse NR nomi.nation, f9r
exarnple), the seward county courthouse shows the evolution of his
des igns .
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ceorge A. Berlinghof nas a ceman irnnrigrant who initially settled in
Beatrice, Nebraska. In 1905 he noved to Lincoln where hls Cxpertise and
connections resulted in his selection as architect for th; state of
Nebraska in 1907. Berlinghof is known to have designed courthquses in
four other states as neII as for seven other Nebraska counties.l

1In chronological  order the count ies are Nemaha, Thayer,
Seward, Kearney, Howard, Greeley, Lincoln,  and Frankl in.  The
Thayer County Courthouse has been altered and does not appear to
be el ig ible for the Nat ional  Register,  unl ike the others.
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Verbal Boundary Descrlption

The nominated property, Senard County Courthouse, occupies the Public
square of the orlglnal Town of Seward and is roughly 234x234 t in slze.

Boundary Justification

The boundary includes the entire city block that haE historlcally been
associated wlth the property.
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View looking SE showing N façade 

Photo by BJB Long, Four Mile Research, 1988 (NSHS 8811/7:6) 



 
View looking S at Civil War monument 

Photo by Joni Lidolph, NSHS, Sept 1979 (7909/3:33) 
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