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The Van Buren County Courthouse complex in Paw Paw occupies a square block bounded by 
Paw Paw, St. Joseph, Kalamazoo, and Niles streets. The courthouse building, erected 
in 1901-1903, stands near the center of the block and faces north on Paw Paw Street. 
West of the courthouse and standing a slight distance behind that structure's rear 
wall is the former county jail/sheriff's residence building, also erected in 
1901-1.903. 

Two newer structures are not herein nominated. They are the 1963 jail, a flat-roofed, 
concrete building which stands west of the courthouse and north of the old jail, 
and the 1976 courthouseannex, a large, flat-roofed structure sited directly behind 
the courthouse. Tbese structures were carefully planned and sited and do not 
crowd the old courthouse and jail. The annex is physically separated from the 
courthouse and is linked to it only by an enclosed bridge at the second-floor 
level. The modern jail, located at least thirty feet from the courthouse, is 
connected to the old jail only at that structure's back corner. The courthouse 
itself is fronted by a deep lawn; other buildings in the complex by shallower ones. 
The courthouse's east lawn, however, has become a parking lot. 

The courthouse is a rectangular, three-story (plus-clerestory), hip-roof structure 
of yellow sandstone designed in the Classical style. Its four facades--each a 
symmetrical composition with a slightly projecting, pedimented, central section-­
have lower stories of banded, smooth-faced, rusticated, stone courses and upper 
stories of smooth-faced masonry decorated with Corinthian pilasters. The north 
front has a four-column, prostyle, Corinthian portico supported by a high 
arcade containing the principal entrance. The portico pediment is carved with 
the Michigan state seal flanked by flags, cannons, and cannonballs; the side 
pediments with crossed spears and the scales of justice. Rising from the center 
of the roof is a massive, four-stage, Italian Reniassance tower terminating in 
a cupola. The cupola roof, like the courthouse's main cornice, is made of copper. 
The. main roof was originally surfaced with red glazed tiles, but these deteriorated 
and in 1960 a new roof of red composition shingles was installed. 

The courthouse interior has three stories. The lowest, or basement story, is several 
feet below grade. The first floor contains the principal county offices. The 
courtroom, with its clerestory windows, is located on the second floor. The 
most notable feature of the Renaissance-style interior is a central space which 
extends from the first floor to the base of the tower. It contains square first­
and second-floor lobbies and is illuminated from above by a skylight. The two 
lobbies are visually connected by a round opening in the second-story floor. 
The square courtroom lobby--the most ornamental room in the structure--contains · 
marble wainscotting, Corinthian-pilaster-and-entablature doorway enframements, and 
decorative metalwork railings. Located to the west of the lobbies is the principal 
staircase. It is a broad, symmetrical structure with divided flights and handsome 
metalwork newels and railings. 
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The old jail/sheriff•s residence is a two-and-a-half-story, hip-roof structure/ 
constructed of the same materials as the courthouse. Located in the front, 
near the street, the sheraff•s residence has a Tuscan-column front veranda 
and an octagonal, turreted, corner tower. 

Neither the courthouse nor old jail/sheriff•s residence has suffered 
extensive exterior alterations. Only a fire escape and basement level 
cubicles added on either side of the front arcade mar the courthouse•s 
exterior. While minor changes in the courthouse interior have been made, 
no major alterations have taken place in any of the important public 
spaces. 
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The Van Buren County Courthouse is significant as an architectural monument and 
landmark in Paw Paw and Van Buren County. A handsome, dignified, and richly 
decorated Classical Revival structure, the courthouse was constructed of fine 
materials and designed for permanence. It, like several other imposing, turn­
of-the-century courthouse complexes in other southern Michigan counties, is 
expressive of the rapid growth of its own county in the relatively few years 
since its establishment and first settlement. 

The beginnings of settlement in Van Buren County took place in the 1830's. 
Lumbering was at first the principal industry, but by the Civil War years the 
stands of timber were fast giving way to orchards, which thrived in the moderate 
climate and rich soil on the east shore of Lake Michigan. In the late 
nineteenth century, because of the ready accessibility of Chicago and other 
large markets, commercial fruit growing--peaches and apples in the west part 
and vineyards farther east--became the mainstay of a prosperous county economy. 

Van Buren County was created in 1829. In 1835 commissioners appointed by the 
governor of the state selected the village of Lawrence, eight miles west of 
Paw Paw, as the county seat. Two years later, however, when county government 
was established, the rapid growth of population in the eastern part of the county 
made .Paw Paw a more convenient location. The courts were held in Paw Paw from 
the first and in 1840 the village was officially designated as the county seat. 
The first courthouse was erected in 1842-1845. No longer in use as a courthouse, 
this modest Greek Revival structure still stands and is listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places. 

Between 1845 and 1900 the population of Van Buren County grew from 2,000 to over 
33,000. Although a jail was erected in 1855 and a county office building in 
1875, by 1900 larger quarters were needed. The present courthouse complex was 
begun in the summer of 1901 and completed early in 1903. The courthouse itself 
was evidently patterned after the courthouse at Hillsdale, Michigan, built for 
Hillsdale County in 1898-1899. During the course of construction of the 
Van Buren structure, however, a number of refinements--such as marble rather 
than oak wainscotting and copper rather than galvanized iron cornices--were 
added which substantially increased the cost. 

(continued} 
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The Van Buren County Courthouse and jail were designed by Claire Allen, an 
architect who worked in Jackson, Michigan, from about 1890 at least into 
the 1920s. Allen planned at least two other Michigan courthouses which 
are still in use (in addition to the Hillsdale one for which his 
authorship has not yet been proved): the Gratiot County Courthouse at 
Ithaca, built in 1900-1902, and the 1903-1904 Shiawassee County Courthouse 
at Corunna. As a contractor, in the days before he turned to designing, 
Allen also worked on another Michigan courthouse, the Ionia County Courthouse 
at Ionia, built in 1883-86. 

The Van Buren County Courthouse, an object of pride at the time of its 
construction, remains very much an historic and visual landmark in Paw Paw 
and Van Buren County. 
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