
JOHNSTON COUNTY COURTHOUSE ; , - , 

\ 

H i s t o r i c a l Sketch ' ..'. ' • ' ' _ 

In 1746 the North Carolina Colonial Assembly created Johnston County" 
from Craven. The f i r s t county courthouse was b u i l t of wood near present 
day Clayton. The county was divided i n 1758, and a new courthouse was 
erected at Hinton's Quarter two years l a t e r . When Johnston l o s t Hinton's 
Quarter t o newly-formed Wake County, s t i l l another courthouse had to be 
b u i l t , t h i s time on the land near the Neuse River belonging to John Smith. 
I n 1777 the state l e g i s l a t u r e passed an "act f o r founding a Town on the 
lands of John Smith where the courthouse and other public buildings now 
stand." The new town was named Smithfield and i n 1797 the county purchased ^ 
a s i t e f o r a new courthouse, which i s the location of the present structure. 

In 1920 the county commissioners decreed that a new courthouse and j a i l 
should be erected on the s i t e of the o l d b u i l d i n g . They emphasized that the 
build i n g was i n a "delapidated condition and unsafe^' and t h a t the j a i l was 
i n such a "state of decay, and unsanitary" t h a t prisoners charged w i t h 
serious crimes had to be removed to other counties f o r safekeeping. The 
commissioners employed architect Harry Barton of Greensboro, who designed 
many courthouses i n North Carolina i n the f i r s t quarter of the twentieth 
century, to prepare plans. They also issued bonds worth $500,000 t o finance 
the new construction which was completed i n 1921. ' . 

Arch i t e c t u r a l Description . • ^ > 

The Johnston County Courthouse, b u i l t i n 1921, i s an outstanding example 
of mature Neo-Classical Revival architecture. Designed by Greensboro ar c h i ­
t e c t Harry Barton, t h i s b u i l d i n g displays the formality of design and so­
p h i s t i c a t i o n of ornament characteristic of the f i v e courthouses which Barton 
planned i n the 1920s. The Johnston County Couirthouse embodies the Neo-
Classical Revival at i t s most imposing i n i t s monumental scale, knowledgeable 
handling of proportion and orns^ent, 4nd i n the l i b e r a l use.of r i c h materials. 

The three-story cut stone veneered structure i s rectangular i n shape 
and i s fronted by a four-column po r t i c o i n a n t i s . The columns carry a r i c h 
Doric entablature and the l e v e l r o o f l i n e i s defined by a stone balustrade. 
The main entrance i s contained i n a recessed area beneath the p o r t i c o . 
Above are large two-story windows which l i g h t the courtroom. A l l windows 
are t r i p a r t i t e . The Second Street facade i s fronted by a giant order 
t e t r a s t y l e pedimented po r t i c o which features a representation of the Scales 
of Justice i n i t s tympanum. 

"""Johnston County Courthouse, an unpublished research paper, i n An His­
t o r i c a l Survey of the Courthouses of North Carolina compiled by the National 
Society of the Colonial Dames of America i n the State of North Carolina, ^ 
October, 1966. ' •. . 

^Johnston County, Minutes of Board of County Commissioners, February 2, 
1920, January 12, February 7, 1921. 



Johnston County Courthouse t :'• ^ 

The i n t e r i o r i s equally w e l l detailed and remains r e l a t i v e l y unaltered. 
Wide cross h a l l s l i n e d with marble wainscots meet at an octagonal center. 
Deep plaster cornices, mosaic t i l e f l o o r s , and console brackets accent the 
h a l l s . Stairs w i t h iro n r a i l i n g s appear at either end of the h a l l s . The 
courtroom, occupying most of the second and t h i r d f l o o r s of the central 
area, i s a well-appointed chamber distinguished by i t s fi n e c l a s s i c a l wood­
work. While Barton thoroughly integrated his c l a s s i c a l d e t a i l s throughout 
his public buildings, he concentrated his decorative e f f o r t s on the court­
room. Pedimented overdoors, high wainscots, and a frontispiece behind the 
judge's bench are t y p i c a l features of Barton's courtrooms. 

The coiirthouse square, located i n the heart of Smithfield's business 
d i s t r i c t , i s a park-like s e t t i n g marked w i t h h i s t o r i c monuments, fountains, 
and walks which enhance the forma l i t y of the courthouse. 

Address:Norman C. Denning, Chairman, Johnston County Commissioners, 
Acreage^^£^5^44J^"fy Courthouse, Smithfield, N.C. 27577 
UTM reference: i7/740550/3932770 
Verbal boundary description: The courthouse square i s bounded to the nortl 

by Martin Street, to the south by a parking lot, to the west by 
Second Street, to the east by bhops, a public park, and the District 
Court: building. 
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