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The Court House:  Change Is Coming 

By HFFI Board President, John Hennessy 

(ÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÒÔ ÉÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÏÆ &ÒÅÄÅÒÉÃËÓÂÕÒÇȭÓ ÒÈÙÔÈÍÓ ÆÏÒ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÔÓ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ  
history.  Since 1852, Fredericksburg has been graced with one of the more compelling courthouses in all of Virginia. 
The building at 815 Princess Anne Street was designed by James Renwick, who received $300 for his design services in 
1852.  The sum seems modest in light of his credentials. He had, in 1846, designed the new Smithsonian Building in 
Washington, D.C.ɂÂÅÔÔÅÒ ËÎÏ×Î ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÔÌÅȢȱ (Å ×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÏÎ ɉÉÎ ρψυψɊ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÇÎÉÆÉÃÅÎÔ  
3ÔȢ 0ÁÔÒÉÃËȭÓ #ÁÔÈÅÄÒÁÌ ÉÎ .Å× 9ÏÒË #ÉÔÙɂtoday one of the most-visited houses of worship in North America.   

The people of Fredericksburg handily  
approved the idea of a new courthouse 
by a referendum vote of 170 to 112, 
but they choked on the cost of building  
2ÅÎ×ÉÃËȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȡ Αρσȟψυπȟ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÁÉÄ 
to local builder William Baggot.  
Citizens rounded up 172 signatures 
ÆÏÒ Á ÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ 2ÅÎ×ÉÃËȭÓ  
creation, instead favoring a simpler 
$6,000 courthouse. Council rejected 
the protest, and in 1852 city officials 
cut the ribbon on a brick masterpiece 
(there was no stucco on the building 
then) that is today one of the finest 
Gothic Revival courthouses in the mid-
Atlantic and the only one in Virginia.   

This article is not about history,  
however, but rather, about the future.  
The use of the Fredericksburg Circuit 
Court is, it seems, about to change. The 
imperative for better security, better  
faci l i t ies,  and rel ie f  f rom the  
inconveniences that old buildings 
sometimes bring, has inspired both 
the court and the city to agree that a 
new facility is the better option. 
(Where that facility should goɂ
whether downtown or elsewhereɂis 
another question for another column.)  
)Æ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÏȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÆÁÃÅÓ 
an important challenge:  how to treat 
and how to use the 1852 Renwick 
courthouse building.  

0ÈÏÔÏȡ 2ÅÎ×ÉÃËȭÓ &ÒÅÄÅÒÉÃËÓÂÕÒÇ #ÏÕÒÔ (ÏÕÓÅ (Free Lance-Star, mid-20th century) 
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