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The Livingston County Courthouse is situated on Courthouse Square in Howell, a city 
of approximately 6,000. The courthouse tower is visible for several miles in each 
direction, and is framed by a streetscape of large shade trees and old~r homes on 
the west. Modern county structures whose design clashes with that of the courthouse 
lie to the north and east, but late-nineteenth century commercial structures to the 
south and west remain in their original juxtapositio11 to the building. 

The courthouse is a two-and-one-half story structure built of brick with an exposed 
half-basement of rough-cut limestone ashlar. It has a relatively symmetrical plan, 
with a five-bay exterior on the east and west facades, and seven bays at the north 
ahd south. The three central· bays on both the north and south facades project 
slightly. In addition to the basement exterior, limestone ashlar is used on window 
lintels and hoods, frames· the arched entryway, and rings the building at the 
demarcation point between the first and second stories. The multi-gabled hip roof 
was originally covered with slate, now largely replaced by asbestos shingles. Small 
brick vestibule entrances at the basement level represent the only significant exterior 
alteration. A recent architectural and engineering study of the building disclosed 
only minor exterior structural problems. 

The interior, although altered somewhat, retains many of the original features. The 
rich oak and maple woodwork is particularly noteworthy in the circuit courtroom, 
where the judges' desk, elegantly carved railing, and spectator seats with cast iron 
decoration are extant. The original wainscoting and interior shutters are also present, 
as are auxiliary furnishings such as bookcases and a carved oak wall clock. Several 
other rooms are entered via richly carved entryways with floral decorations and 
gargoyles. Also noteworthy are the huge oaken counter in the county treasurer's office 
and the ornamented staircase. Walls in many of the public areas are decorated with 
unusual floral adamants. The feasibility study conducted as part of the courthouse 
conservation effort noted certain interior alterations such as dropped ceilings and 
subdivided spaces which are scheduled for treatment in the restoration phase of the 
project. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Livingston County Courthouse is architecturally significant as a representative 
late-nineteenth-centurr building. It is not as elegant in its design or appointments as 
many other public facilities of the period, nor is it as function-oriented as structures 
of the immediately subsequent era. The building has also served as a visual and 
social anchor in Howell since its construction as well as the county 1 s political center. 
The recent campaign to save the structu~e was the first major preservation effort in 
Livingston County. 

The area that is now Livingston County was originally part of the Southeastern Michigan 
region ceded to the United States by Indian tribal representatives in 1807. Its thick 
forests and swampy terrain discouraged white settlement until the 1820s, when the first 
emigrants established themselves. The population grew rather dramatically in the next 
decade, as migration from New York State to Michigan reached its peak. In 1833 
Livingston County was created via an order of the territorial governor, and its government 
was formally organized three years later. 

The village of Howell, originally known as Livingston Centre, was settled in 1834 by 
former residents of Duchess County, New York. Since it was both centrally located and 
the county's most cohesive settlement, the village was chosen as county seat at the time 
of organization. Many county residents, however, particularly those of nearby Brighton, 
contested the designation. While attempts to remove the county seat from Howell were 
defeated, voters also rejected proposals to build county buildings there. The stalemate 
persisted until 1846, when the State Legislature authorized counties to levy taxes 
for public buildings without a referendum. In 1847 the first county courthouse was 
erected in Howell on land donated by Peter Cowdry, a prominent resident of the village! 
The facility served until 1874 when it was ~eplaced. 

The origins of the present building date to the early 1880s, when county officials 
realized that the existing courthouse, though relatively new, was inadequate to the 
county's needs. Office space in nearby stores had been rented and prisoners were housed 
at the county jail in neighboring Shiawassee County. The Board of Commissioners formed 
a building committee, which considered the deficiencies of the existing building and 
also visited newer courthouses in other counties. The committee's recommendation for 
a new facility on courthouse square was approved by voters in April, 1889, and in 
June of that year Albert E. o/~ench, a Detroit architect, was engaged to design it. In 
August the cornerstone was laid in a ceremony led by former Governor Russell A. Alger. 
The building was completed for use the next year, and has housed county offices ever 
since. 
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8. Significance (continued) 
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Although it is still primarily an agricultural county, the demography of Livingston 
County began to change after World War II. Its relative proximity to Detroit and 
Ann Arbor has led to an increase in population which has placed an increasing strain 
upon extant county facilities. The courthouse has been overcrowded for many years, 
and county officials seriously considered a new building until sympathetic residents, 
led by County Commissioner Lynne Marie Jamieson, began to campaign for the preservation 
of the structure. An exhaustive feasibility study concluded that the building could 
be restored to meet the county's needs at a cost ilimwer than new construction, and 
county voters approved the issuance of bonds to finance the restoration in a May, 1976 
referendum. When the project is complete, the courthouse should continue to serve as a 
symbol of the county's aspirations. As Conrrnissioner Jamieson put it, "it represents 
how I feel about Livingston County-- solid and dependable." 

GPO 892 455 
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R I C H A R D H. A U S T I N SECRETARY OF STATE 

June 15, 1976 

Dr. William J. Murtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 
National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
Room 3209 
1100 L Street, N.W. 
Washington, D. C. 20005 

Dear Dr. Murtagh: 

RECEIVED 

JUN 18 1976 ~ 

NATIONAL 
REGISTER 

lANSING 

MICHIGAN 48918 

MICHIGAN HISTORY DIVISION 
ADMINISTRATION, ARCHIVES, 
HISTORIC SITES, AND PUBLICATIONS 
3423 N . Logan Street 
517-373.{)510 

STATE MUSEUM 
505 N . Washington Avenue 
517-373.{)515 

Enclosed is a National Register nomination for your consi.derat;kon: The 
Livingston County Courthouse, Livingston County, Michigan. 

The Livingston County Commissioners have embarked upon an ambitious program 
to rehabilitate their courthouse and on May 18, 1976 county voters endorsed 
a bonding issue to finance the $1.4 million renovation. Because of the 
significance of the project and because of this recent demonstration of 
public support, I request that you take the steps necessary to expedite 
review of this nomination so that it can be included on Michigan's 
apportionment warrant for Fiscal Year 1977. 

Thank you for your assistance. 

Sincerely, 

1 -J 
/ / 

Martha M. Bigelow 
Director, Michigan History Division 
and 
State Historic Preservation Officer 

MMB/JK/cw 

enc. 

MH-69 ~11 
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