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1. Neme of Pronertv
historic name CIay Countv Courthouse
other  names/s i te  number CYO1-4

2. Location
street & number Fair f ie ld St bet Alexander & Brown Aves
citv^ town Clav Center

N/A
N/A

not for publ icat ion
v ic in i tv

state Nebraska code NE countv CIav code 035 zio code 68933

3. Classification
Ownership of Property
t 1 private
[x] public-local
t ] public-state
t I public-Federal

Category of Property
lx l  bui ld ing(s)
t 1 district
t I site
t I structure
t 1 object

Number of Resources within Property
Contr ibuting Noncontr ibuting

I buildings
sites
structures
objects
Totall 0

Name of related multiple property listing:
Countv Courthouses of Nebraska

Number of contributing resources previously
l isted in the National Register 0

4- Stete/Federel Asencv Certificetion
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 pr'operties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional
req
Nat

uLrements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property [Xl meets [ ] does not meet the
al Re r cri ter ia. I  J See continuation sheet.

ature of certifying official Date

State or Federal  asencv and bureau
In my opinion, the property [ ] meets I I does not meet the National Register criteria. [ ] See cont. sheet.

Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal  asencv and bureau
5. National Park Service Certificetion
I, hereby, certify that this property is:
[ ] entered in the National Register.

[ ] See continuation sheet
[ ]  determined el igible for the National

Register. [  ]  See continuation sheet.
I determined not eligible for the

National Register.

lremoved from the National Register.

I  other, (explain:) -

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action



6. Function or Use
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Governnent/courthouse Governnent,/courthouse

7. Ilescriotion
Architectural Classification
(enter categories from instructions)

Beaux Arts

Materials (enter categories from instructions)

foundation stone
wal ls br ick

roof other
other terra cotta

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

8. Statement of Sisnificance
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:

[ ] nationally [xl statewide I I locally

Appl icable Nat ional  Register Cr i ter ia tx l  A t lB tx l  C t lD

Cr i t e r i a  Cons ide ra t i ons  (Excep t i ons )  I IA  t lB  I IC  t 1D  t lE  t l F  I IG

Areas of Significance Period of Significance Significant Dates
(Enter categories from instructions)
Archi tecture 1917-19
PoI itics/sovernment J.9 t7  -3  9 1,[/ A

Cultural Affil iation
N/A

Significant Person
N/A

Architect/Builder
Gernand t ,  Wi l l i am F .

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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Buil t  in 1917-19, the Clay County Courthouse j .s an excel lent, largely
unaltered exanple of the Property Type, County Citadel . Identifying
features include: rectangular shape, centered entrance, costly
rnaterials, distinctive ornamentation, Beaux Arts stylistic influence,
provJ.sion for fireproof storage, and inpression of a ltoverrunent building
representing uodernlty, strength, and prosperity. The courthouse also
has other County Citadel characteristics I flat roof, pronrinent raised
basernent, and designed by an architect. In addition, the property is an
exceptionally fine exanple of one of the ten Nebraska courthouses Wlllian
F. cernandt designed during an unusually productlve period, betlreen 1910
and 1923. The clay County Courthouse, with its elaborate terra cotta
ornanentation, narkE a departure in Gernandtrs designs and thus
illustrates the evolution of thiE courthouse cornrnissions.

The clay county CourthouEe is rectangular and consists of two stories set
upon a raised basernent. With its proninent entry pavllion, the north
facade is the princlpal entrance. Lesser pavilions with entrances are
centered on the east and west facades, and the south pavilion has a
distinctlve bay window.

The deslgn is the first of three Nebraska courthouses cernandt designed
using elaborate terra cotta trin, and the crearn-coLored terra cotta
contrasts welL sith the grey-tan brick. The ornate north pavillon
displays a wealth of terra cotta. Particularly effective is the broad
water-table which conslsta of a series of patterned courses (lnc1uding
egg-and-dart, circles, and beads). Ihese courses are continued on the
serles of pedestals for rnassive fluted lonic coLumns and engaged colunns,
creating a visual richness unroatched on non-Gernandt Nebraska court-
houseE.

The opulence continues above the coLunnE as well as aLong the cornice.
Above the paired entry colunns are inmense acanthus consoles and a heavy
acanthus course with tiny acroteria along it. Above these consoleg are
squared pedestals with even nore decoration; their shape recalls shapes
on Gernandtts earlier Dawson County Courthouse.

Bet$teen the paired colurnng are, fron top to bottom, a decorated shleld
rrith trcctr on Lt, nore decorated courses, a pal.r of rectangular windows
having starburst nullions, a rounded balcony with twisted balusters and
decorated railings, and a heart with wings that appear to support the
balcony. Then a rounded tynpanun over the door with fine follated
detaiL, an attractive dark grey polished stone door surround, and large
transoms over original double doors. orlglnal netal lanp posts have four
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snall globes around a large one and rest on brick and stone pedestals at
the entry 6teps.

The acanthus and acroteria cornice, patterned courses, coping and also
the water table (which is a continuous sill for first story windows) all
continue around all sides of the building, providing a unifying richness.
Also continued is the rrrusticated'r brick raised basenent and its stone
base (which also acts as a si l I  for basernent windows).

East and west pavilions have five brick pilasters with unusual terra
cotta bases and capLtals. Rather narrorr rectangular windows are placed
betnreen the pilasters. Entrances are nuch sJ.rnpler than on the front, and
the original netal lights with globes are affixed to the wall.

The south pavilion introduces brick quolns to the design. The rounded
two-story bay with brick and terra cotta balustrade echoes the shape of
the terra cotta balcony on the front. Sinilarly, parapet detall recalls
the large squared pedestals of the naLn facade and has the Eane notlfs.

Double-hung windows are regularly spaced on the facades. Four sets of
hrindonE fLank the north and south pavilions, while only one set (p1us
considerable wa11 surface) occur on elther side of the ea8t and qrest
pavi l ions.

The courthouse exhibits features of the Beaux Arts style, lncludlng a
wealth of classical detail, pronounced cornice with a tal1 parapet,
innense grouped colunns, rusticated raised basement, proj ecting
pavi l ions, enriched surfaces, and a grandiose quali ty.

The 60x90 r building has steps up to the north entry foyer. fron the
foyer are narron step6 dolrn to the basernent and steep steps up to the
first floor corridor. county offices are ranged off thiE corridor,
including the supervisors I roon at the south side bay window. Vaults of
different size are located in varlous places. At the east end is the
staircase.

on the second floor ls the district courtroon and related offices. The
30x44 I courtroon is located at the end of the corridor, roughly the west
end of the building. But it is surrounded by office space and has no
windows, an unusual but efficient arrangenent. The pubLic enters the
courtroon at its back, another unusual feature. fn other courthouses,
courtroom access is frorn the slde of the roon, not the back.

Like other cernandt courthouses, this exanple has costly interior
features. These include mosaic tile in geonetric patterns of tan, b1ue,

2
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b1ack, and grey on a white ground, dark grey mopboards and trin, and
narble staJ,rs, wainscoting, and door surrounds. First fLoor corridor
$ral.ls above the narble wainscoting appear to be two slzes of concrete
block that was laid up wlth wide jointe and painted to resenble Etone.

Across from the entry stairs to the
conta in ing a  p lague.  I t  was p laced
Sanderson, r f  county sher i f f  who was
performance of his duty.

f i rs t  f loor  is  a  sha l low n iche
there t t  in memory of  Charles o.
k i l led  Septenber  L6,  1914 in

The district courtroom contains elements typical of cernandt courtroot0s,
especially the bold dark woodlrork. Heavy beams criss-cross the ceillng
and end ln distinctlve pairs of brackets. The brackets have guttae and
are united by a finely detailed swag. other features lnclude paneled
wood wainscotting, the Judgets bench, the bar, and heavy fLat llntels
with dentils and long consoles at the six doors. Four exceptional waII
lights of netal and glass are placed behind the Judgers bench. Leather-
covered double doors provlde access to the courtroon.

Al.terations are nlnirnal: fluorescent llghting and Ilnited changes in the
offices. Modern windows have replaced the origlnal sinple double-hung
windows shown on an historic photograph.

The courthouse is centered on the south end of the courthouse square.
The conmercial area of Clay center surrounds it. There are no obJects
or buildings on the site other than a srnall netal utility shed (not
counted for this nonination). Nunerous declduous and evergreen trees,
including sone very large ones at the front, dot the lahtn.
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The Clay County Courthouse is architecturally significant (Criterion C)
and also historical ly signif lcant (Criterion A) for i ts associat ion with
politics and loca1 governnrent. The property derives its historic
signlficance as the focal point for the adninistration of loca1
government and instltutlons in Clay County. It is an excellent exanple
of public architecture and contains good exarnples of design features and
facilities distinctive to its design and use as a courthouse. In
addition, the courthouse ls an exceptionally fine exanple of the ten
Nebraska courthouses Willian F. cernandt deslgned durlng an unusually
productive period, betneen 1910 and L923. The Clay County Courthouse,
with its eLaborate terra cotta ornarnentation, narks a departure in
cernandtrs degigns and thus illustrates the evolution of this courthouse
connisslons. With its distinctive design and standlng as one of
cernandtrs inportant terra cotta courthouses, the property is of
Statewide Signif icance.

As a good exanple of the County CJ.tadel, the courthouse contains design
features and facilitles distinctive to its design and use (such as
fireproof vaults), ha6 a rectangular shape, centered entrance, coEtly
naterials, distlnctive ornamentation, and Beaux ArtE styllstic influence.
Elenents of the design conbine effectlvely to convey the lnpression of
a government building representlng nodernity, sinplicity, and prosperity,
also features of the County Citadel.

The Period of Slgnificance is 1917, lrhen construction begfan, to 1939,
when the trfifty year rulerr takes effect. The Clay County Courthouse ls
being noninated as an exarnple of the Property Type, County Courthouses
of Nebraska (County Citadel) of the context, county Governnent in
Nebraska, 1854-1941, frorn the l,tultiple Property Subnl.sslon, County Court-
houses of Nebraska.

clay County is located in southeast Nebraska in a fertile and weII
watered area. The county was organized in 18?1, during a perlod of
pronounced settlenent in the state. sutton ltas the first county seat.
Fron the beglnnlng lt had to contend with others, Harvard and Fairfield,
who coveted the county seat designation.

fn f879 another contender entered the fray, clay center. As its nane
suggests, lt is ln the center of the county, an inportant advantage in
county seat conpetition. Representatives fron the various cornnunitles
succeeded ln having several votes held on the county seat designation,
but aII were nullified because of lnproprietles or fallure to achieve
enough votes to nerit a change fron sutton.

I 1
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Apparently in exasperation, the county board sinply declared that clay
center was the county seat in 1879 and dlrected county offlcers to nove
records to the nelt county seat. AII obeyed except the county judge who
$ras then sunrnarily inpeached from office. clay Center detractors took
the matter to the courts, and the Nebraska supreme court ordered the
county Judge reinstated and county offices returned to Sutton, stl1l tbe
legal county seat.

CIay Center boostere then acted as a vigilante band. They stole county
records and spirited then alray to the iLLegal county seat. CIay Center
residents even celebrated the thievery with a barbecue, speeches, and
muslc, on October 31, 1879. The fete was held four days before an
election that finally brought Clay Center the legal county seat
designation. with the arrival of railroad servlce ln 1885, the standing
of Clay Center aE the political and cornmercial center of the county was
assured.

By 1916 the old courthouse and the Jail on the north end of the
courthouse square were inadequate for county needa. After county
residentg subnitted a petltlon on septenber 27, I.9!6, the board Levied
a special tax for bui lding a 9100,000 courthouse. '

The board then invlted architects to nake presentations. On February 15,
]917, James Craddock (Onaha), Mr. crant (Beatr ice), C.W. Way and R.A.
Bradley (both fron Hastings), and Berlinghof & Davig (Lincoln) net with
the board. The board also visited nen courthouEes in Howard, Custer,
creeley, Phe1ps, and Seward Counties.

on February 28, the board net witlr Way, Bradley, and Berlinghof, and
received rra conmunlcatlonrr from !{1111an F. cernandt of omaha. cernandtrs
courthouse designs were anong those the board had visited, and it is
possJ.ble that craddock was f ro:n his of f lce. on l.{arch 7 , the board
unanirnously selected Gernandt for architect and declded to view his
Merrick County Courthouse (1911-13) as well .

fn April the board dlrected the architect to prepare new or revised plans
for the courthouse. It was to be at least 50x90r in slze and cost not
more than $86,000 (excluding furnlture and the Jai l) .  I t  ls uncLear what
revisions nere required, but the redrawn plans ltere accepted the

lThere is no mention of a county election on the tax in
county records, and it is not clear why the tax was not ruled
unconstitutional as !{as the case in Burt and Webster Counties.

I 2
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fol lowlng month, on May 4, !9I7,

Acting for the board, Gernandt placed advertisenents for contractors in
the American contractor in Chicago, western contractor ln Kansas city,
and rnprovenent BuLletin in Minneapolis. When bids were opened on
septenber 19, l9I7 , they rrere apparently found to be too high, and the
board cal led for less expensive specif icat ions. On October 24, nelt  bids
based on the revisions nere opened. The onaha construction firn of olson
& Johnson (later olson-Magee Conpany) won the contract with a bid of
$811585 and agreed to conplete work by Decenber 28, 1918.

The plans for a nelr courthouge in clay center took place anid American
preparations to enter world war I. on April 2, I9L7, President woodrow
wilson had declared war agalnst cernany. The country went on a irartime
footlng, which included the War Industries Board. Federal agencles
directed or restricted transportation and conEtruction matterE, and other
vital segments of the nationts econony. cLay county officialE found that
the brick they had selected was unavailable due to wartLne conditions,
so the choEe rrRaglan grey-faced brickrr for the building. And the
contract signed in October 1918 (shortly before the Annistice) for nood
furniture from w.o. Hertel included a rrwar condition clause.rr The
contract was thus itEubject to any interference or energency requirenents
of the United states Governnent.It

Despite the global vrar, constructLon continued on the courthouse,
although it ls llkely that the pace rras slo$rer than during peacetime.
Progress uas such that the cornerstone was laid Augiust 19, 1918. on
April 14, 1919, the architect reported that the electrical. hrork ltas
conplete and the furnishings installed according to contract. Horrever,
on June L2, L919, the board refused to forrnalJ.y accept the courthouse'
saylng there appeared to be claims for labor and materials still unpaid.
The controversy contlnued through the surnner. on August 6, 1919, the
contractor agreed to allon the county to nove into the courthouse--but
this was not to be construed as fornal acceptance. The county rnoved in
lnunediately and took steps to dernolish the old courthouse. A satisfacto-
ry agreement was eventually reached.
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Verbal Boundary Description

The noninated property, cLay county courthouse, occupies Block 11 of the
origlnal Plat of clay center and is roughLy 3oox300r in size.

Boundary Justification

The boundary includes the entire city bJ.ock that has historically been
associated $rith the property.
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Looking south showing north entry pavilion & rich terra cotta detail 
Photo by BJB Long, Four Mile Research, 1989 (NSHS 8904/4:14) 

 



 
Looking southwest showing north and east facades 

Photo by BJB Long, Four Mile Research, 1989 (NSHS 8904/4:36) 
 

 
Looking northeast showing south and west facades 

Photo by BJB Long, Four Mile Research, 1989 (NSHS 8904/13:8) 
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