
 

                                                  JCHS Journal — Winter 2013                                               3 

By David W. Jackson 

T he Historic Jackson County 

Truman Courthouse on Inde-

pendence Square, is a monument 

to the past and symbol for our fu-

ture.  

More than one third of Missouri’s 

114 counties boast courthouses 

over 100 years old.  

The courthouses typically repre-

sent the most architecturally sig-

nificant building in their county. 

When constructed, the town or 

city selected as the “county seat,” 

was the administrative center of its 

county.  

Often, county courthouses have 

imposing, elaborate structural or-

namentation, domes, and clock 

towers attesting to the prosperity 

and pride of its citizenry. 

“There can be no doubt that they 

are today among the county’s 

most tangible links with its past,” 

writes J. Bradley Pace, author of, 

“Survivors: A Catalog of Mis-

souri’s Remaining 19th Century 

County Courthouses.” 

This notable anniversary and re-

dedication coincided with the 

building’s complete restoration 

and adaptive reuse for the benefit 

of future generations of Jackson 

County citizens and the many 

tourists who visit Independence 

each year.  

After considerable planning, con-

struction and expense, the Court-

house you see today — which was 

last remodeled under Harry S. 

Truman’s tenure as an elected 

county official in 1933 — was re-

dedicated in 2013 as the Jackson 

County Historic Truman Court-

house, in recognition of the 80th 

Anniversary of Truman’s Great 

Depression-era accomplishment. 

In addition to being timely, the 

recent restoration projects were 

much needed.  

Hardscaped retaining walls sur-

rounding the County Courthouse 

from a 1970s Urban Renewal pro-

ject have been removed, and the 

beautiful, manicured lawn re-

stored.  

Long-lost parking was restored to 

the Square to accommodate pa-

trons at restaurants, a movie thea-

ter, and a unique assortment of 

boutique shops. 

Teenagers for entertainment on 

Friday and Saturday nights be-

tween the 1930s through the mid-

1960s used to cruise one-way 

around the Courthouse Square 

walking, biking, or showing off 

their cars by “winding the clock” 

driving around the courthouse. 

The earliest courthouses 

Jackson County has the rare dis-

tinction of claiming not one, but 

two surviving 19th century court-

houses: the 1827 log courthouse 

and later the first brick courthouse 

erected in 1838.  

The log courthouse was  built in 

1827 using African-American 

slave labor.  

That temporary structure was orig-

inally located one block east of the 

Square at Lexington Avenue and 

Holding court with the past:  

   The courthouse that survives the times 

Log Jackson County Courthouse, located one block south of Independence 

Square at 107 West Kansas 
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Lynn Street. It later was moved in 

1916 to the old City Hall property 

at 107 West Kansas, one block 

south of Independence Court-

house Square. 

The log structure was replaced 

with a brick building constructed 

in 1831 in the middle of Inde-

pendence Square. That building 

was improperly constructed and 

was soon replaced with the first 

permanent brick courthouse in 

1838.  

Interestingly, this building was 

never torn down and comprises 

the core of the current court-

house. 

There are at least three areas 

within the current-day building 

where one can glimpse the 1838 

structure.  

A first-floor closet is a remnant 

of one of the original four corner 

fireplace flues. Inside the Jackson 

County Historical Society’s His-

tory Center, just to the left of its 

vault door, you can stand at a 

once-exterior corner of the 1838 

structure and look out the current-

day windows to see just how 

large the Courthouse lawn was in 

those earliest days. 

But to get the best feeling for the 

1838 structure, stand in the Cir-

cuit Court courtroom (commonly 

known as the Brady Courtroom) 

on the second floor. Excluding 

the north side extension of the 

room, the Brady Courtroom is the 

second floor of the 1838 Jackson 

County Courthouse.  

Each of the four, angled corners 

are the location of the original 

corner fireplace flues.  

In the basement, you can still see 

a brick-lined tunnel beneath the 

first structure. 

I magine the hustle and bustle of 

thousands of travelers who cir-

cled the Courthouse Square on 

their way west on the Santa Fe, 

Oregon and California trails.  

There were rowdy saloons and 

clanging blacksmith shops, hors-

es, mules, oxen and every type of 

animal-pulled vehicle by people 

from all over the U.S. and abroad. 

Before them lay a six-month jour-

ney across the continent once 

they ‘jumped off’ from Mis-

souri’s western boundary.  

Without wagon seats or shocks, 

people walked the 2,000-plus 

mile journey through the late 

spring and summer months each 

year.  

Perhaps the most infamous wag-

on train of some 250 wagons 

leaving Independence Square was 

the ill-fated Donner Party in 

1846.  

Their stories, and those of other 

diarists, too, are documented just 

a few blocks away in the Merrill 

J. Mattes Research Library of the 

National Frontier Trails Museum. 

Courthouse expansion 

In 1853, the courthouse was en-

larged.  

This building was requisitioned 

during the Civil War. Soldiers 

were quartered inside and it was 

used as a field hospital, and en-

dured bullets fired in two major 

battles that raged through Inde-

pendence Square, not to mention 

other skirmishes during the Bor-

der War and Civil War period, 

1854-1864.1 

The Courthouse suffered damage 

by troops in Col. Jennison’s regi-

ment of Kansas Volunteers in 

November 1861.  

In August the following year, the 

building was caught in the middle 

of the First Battle of Independ-

ence 

Afterwards, 19 or 20 wounded 

soldiers were moved to the Court-

house for care.  

There period between September 

1862,and June 1863 wrought 

more havoc to the Courthouse.  

Architect George Fredrick Wallace’s 1932 concept drawing of what became the 

Jackson County Truman Courthouse. Wallace was Harry Truman’s brother-in-law 
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The county commissioners ap-

pointed Frederick F. Yeager, 

Miles Washington Burford, and 

James C. Carpenter to assess dam-

ages to the Courthouse, fencing 

and lawn.  

They reported that damages in-

cluded the destruction of chairs, 

tables, stands, doors, win-

dows, plastering etc. to the extent 

of $510.90.  

Additionally, 70-feet of cobble-

stone and 902-feet of railing 

would cost another $4,138. 2 

In April and May 1864, the Court 

replaced windows panes and re-

paired the Courthouse roof. 3 

As the Civil War concluded, the  

county court paid Peter Hinters 

$28 in March 1865 to clean the 

landscape surrounding the Court-

house.4 

Further remodeling 

The courthouse was significantly 

remodeled in 1872, a minor 

facelift in 1887 and completely 

redone in 1907. 

At the beginning of the Great De-

pression, voters approved a multi-

million-dollar bond issue that al-

lotted $200,000 for a new County 

Courthouse on Independence 

Square. 

“As the highest elected official in 

the County of Jackson, Judge 

[Harry S.] Truman provided the 

leadership not only to pave thou-

sands of miles of roads [and build 

bridges] but to provide improve-

ments to the Independence Square 

Courthouse and to construct a new 

15-story Courthouse in downtown 

Kansas City in the style of the 

times, Art Deco.,” writes Brian 

Snyder in a manuscript about the 

courthouse. “He took a prominent 

interest in the Courthouse renova-

tion in Independence. He traveled 

the country studying the architec-

ture of other public building and 

talking to architects at his own 

expense and on his own time. It 

was at Judge Truman’s direction 

and insistence that the core of the 

1836 Courthouse structure re-

main.”5 

One of the persons who personally 

vouched for the “historic treasure” 

was Dwight Brown, Kansas City 

architect.  

Brown, as a young professional 

just out of college, worked on the 

complicated rehabilitation project 

in 1932-1933. 

Dedication Day, September 7, 2013 
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Brown worked with David Fred-

erick Wallace, Truman’s brother-

in-law, whose special interest, tal-

ent, and training were in colonial 

architecture.  

Wallace’s concept of design was 

the one from which the architec-

tural firm Keene and Simpson 

made working drawings. 

Unfortunately, there were no blue-

prints of the 1838 Courthouse and 

they could find no working draw-

ings of 1887 and 1907 remodel-

ings, Brown added. 

The County Court had voted to 

raze all of the structure, save the 

1838 original, said Brown.  

In actuality, this was not done. 

Major portions of previous addi-

tions were salvaged and incorpo-

rated into the 1933 design.  

“I measured the old building in-

side and out — every wall, parti-

tion and beam,” wrote Brown. “I 

can testify to its antiquity.”  

Demolition was required of the 

east portion that supported the 

square clock tower and an 1887 

west wing. 

Brown recalled some of the beams 

were joined with wooden pegs 

and that the plaster was “horse 

hair” vintage.  

Wallace drew his plans enclosing 

the 1838 courthouse. 

The buff brick facing, which had 

given the courthouse a new look 

in 1907, was removed.  

Red colonial brick and white Indi-

ana limestone trimmings were 

added to punctuate classical col-

umns and porticos on the north 

and south.  

Pace described the 1933 remodel-

ing as, “a pleasing and elegant 

structure inspired by Independ-

ence Hall and resembling a Colo-

nial Virginia meetinghouse.”  

Independence Square and the 

Jackson County Courthouse were 

not alone in dealing with the de-

cay of its traditional hometown, 

downtown central business district 

through the late 1950s and early 

1960s.  

In the late 1990s interest was re-

newed in restoring the courthouse 

and the Independence Square. 

Additional impetus was provided 

by Ken and Cindy McClain who 

began acquiring Square properties 

and opening businesses. 

R emnants of several portions 

of the former courthouse 

have been saved.  

One relict is an 1879 steamboat 

bell that had been installed in one 

of the earlier courthouse rendi-

tions.  

Printed reports gathered over the 

years indicate there were periods 

— long periods — when the bell 

would cease tolling . 

In 1975, County Public Works 

verified that an old bell about two 

and a half feet across was at the 

top of the cupola. There was no 

clapper in the bell, but attached to 

a rope was a 10-pound metal 

striker, or metal hammer arm  

which struck the edge of the bell. 

“The bell will chime again, on the 

hour. “The sound is beautiful. It’s 

got a great tone to it,” Jackson 

County Executive, Mike Sanders, 

said. 

After several years of dedicated 

work to restore the historic build-

ing, Sanders re-dedicated the His-

toric Jackson County Truman 

Courthouse on Sept. 7, 2013. 

The occasion was exactly 80 years 

to the day and time from when 

Harry S. Truman (whose position 

at the time was akin to the County 

Executive) first dedicated the 

building. 

 

 

A bustling Independence Square, Lexington Avenue from Liberty, ca. 1940s 
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Footnotes 

1“Citizens Helped to Rebuild County Court-

house in 1837,” Independence (Mo.) Examin-

er, 27 Aug. 1937. 

 2 Jackson County Court Minutes, July, 1863, 

12:100600. On March 2, 1863, the roof was 

repaired in preparation for the Circuit Court 

session (12:100510), with thanks to Nancy M. 

Ehrlich, who also found Yager (1860 U.S. 

Census spelling) was a master carpenter; 

Burford was director of Independ-

ence Branch of the Southern Bank of St. Lou-

is; and, Carpenter was a Rhode Island-born 

farmer living south of 24 near Salem Church. 

Ehrlich also found the notation that, “most of 

the wounded have been taken to Kansas. 

Those that were not able to be moved, are at 

the courthouse, are well taken care of, and are 

getting along well. There are nineteen or 

twenty here,” in the Cleveland Morning Lead-

er (Cleveland, Ohio), 3 Sept. 1862, (http://

chroniclingamerica.loc.gov.lccn/

sn83035142/1862-09-03/ed-1/seq-1/ viewed 3 

Apr. 2013). 

3 Per Nancy M. Ehrlich, on April 4, 1864, the 

County Court paid J. C. Atkins $70.90 to re-

place glass (Jackson County Court Minutes 

(12:101771); and, on May 2, 1864, paid Pol-

lard and Fairman $470 for repairing the 

Courthouse roof (12:100794). Years later in 

1908, Jackson County received “$410 rental 

for the Courthouse and jail in Independence 

occupied by soldiers in war time…. The orig-

inal [war] claim filed by the Jackson County 

officials amounted to $21,684. It was based 

upon the fact that about November 1, 1861, 

Union troops under Colonel Jennison took 

possession of the Independence Courthouse, 

the jail and Square upon which those build-

ings stood and occupied them as officers’ 

quarters and for hospital purposes. Other 

troops under the command of Colonel Buell, 

Colonel Van Horn, Colonel Penick and others 

occupied the buildings until July 1865. The 

claim was itemized as follows: Rent of the 

Courthouse and Square, three years eight 

months and 14 days at $3,000 a year, 

$11,116; rent of jail from January 1, 1862, to 

July 15, 1865, at $720 a year, $2,548; repairs 

to buildings made necessary by reason of 

such occupancy, $8,000; total, $21,664.Old 

War Claims Paid.” The Blue & Grey Chroni-

cle. (June 2013): 16: 5: 12-13. 

4 County Court Minutes, per Nancy M. Ehr-

lich, Vol. 12, p. 336. Hinters, a barber by 

trade, became Mayor of Independence shortly 

thereafter. In 1877, he used his straight razor 

to commit suicide. 

5 Snyder, Brian K. “Harry Truman’s Court-

house and Beyond.” Three-leave manuscript, 

possibly draft text for a subsequently pub-

lished article. Jackson County (Mo.) Histori-

cal Society Archives, Document ID 276.01-

276.03. . Snyder continues, “Judge Harry 

Truman’s public improvement project was a 

huge success and was touted in a 122-page 

book entitled “Results of County Planning, 

Jackson County, Missouri.” Harry Truman 

took these successes with him to Washington 

D.C. In the summer of 1947 while at a speak-

ing engagement at the University of Virginia, 

surrounded by the architecture of Thomas 

Jefferson, President Truman was inspired to 

add a balcony to the south portico of the 

White House. He even imagined that he 

would be fulfilling a plan that Jefferson him-

self would have implemented. Months later, 

President Truman would begin to notice signs 

of deterioration of the White House structure 

itself. One of the grand chandeliers swayed 

from just foot traffic while its support chain 

had stretched to its limits and was near fail-

ure. One of Margaret Truman’s pianos actual-

ly broke through the floor. [A special] com-

mission would eventually recommend the 

historic preservation alternative and the na-

tion was about to implement one of its largest 

restoration project in its history. The exterior 

walls were to remain and be restored. The 

interior structure would be dismantled and 

reconstructed with the addition of a two-story 

basement. The entire structure would be sup-

ported and reinforced with modern materials 

combined with updates for security and mod-

ern conveniences for a total cost of 

$5,761,000.” 

6 Fox, Jeff. “Courthouse Bell Will Chime 

Again,” The (Independence, Mo.) Examiner, 

13 July 2013.  

When was the brick courthouse really built? 

New scholarship expands, improves, and some-

times corrects long-held knowledge about our past.  

An example is the date for construction of Jackson 

County’s first brick Courthouse on Independence 

Square. 

The brick courthouse was completed in 1831 but 

needed to be replaced. Traditional published (and, 

re-published) history accounts record the comple-

tion date for the replacement courthouse as being 

1836.  

As David W. Jackson demonstrates in his forth-

coming book, “Winding the Clock on Independence 

Square,” the date more likely was September 1838. 

A minor point. But, a factual point nonetheless. 

On Dec. 19, 1836, the Jackson County Court  re-

ceived a document from Grand Jurors which de-

scribed “the dilapidated, deplorable condition of the 

Courthouse” and repairs would be “fruitless and 

unavailing.” The court ordered “that a new Court-

house be built upon the site now occupied by the 

old one” and appropriated $5,000.  

On Feb. 6, 1837, the County Court ordered “that 

the foundation of the old Courthouse be sold by the 

Superintendent [Henry Chiles].” On Feb. 20, court 

clerk Samuel Combs Owens recorded:  “Daniel 

King undertook the building of the brick and stone 

work on the new Courthouse” for $3,500. 

King was partially paid on Aug. 22, 1837; and an-

other “10 percent on the amount due,” on May 10,  

1838. John Parker was allowed a similar payment 

on 20 Sept. 1838, for “the [carpentry] work done on 

the Courthouse.” 

Jackson County’s first permanent, brick Court-

house was completed in September 1838. It is this 

historic structure that survives, and is the nucleus of 

today’s courthouse.  

The early Jackson County Court minutes are availa-

ble for research on microform in the Society’s  

Archives. 


