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Griggs County Courthouse tower 
Photo by Angela Smith, July 2020

Table of Contents

Report...................................................................... 3
History..................................................................... 4
Architectural Changes since 1977................................... 5
Photographic Documentation........................................ 6
Measured Drawings....................................................24
ND SHPO Mitigation Requirements.................................31
1977 National Register Nomination................................35
Appendices..............................................................46
     Appendix 1: County Courthouse decisions....................47
     Appendix 2: Misc. Research Finding............................49



3

Report

in 2010 and had worked with the county in the past to 
create a new elevator and fire-escape route plans. Burns 
was kind enough to share digital files of his plans which 
Wyatt added measurements to.
	
Once our work inside the building was completed, 
we moved to the research process to confirm the 
information in the original National Register entry 
by Dawn Maddox. We began with the bibliography 
provided in the Griggs County Courthouse entry. We 
then searched the newspaper database “Chronicling 
America” and Newspapers.com. Much of the most 
useful information came from the Griggs County 
Sentinel later called the Griggs Courier. The search 
did yield a written history of Cooperstown from 1882-
1982 which included useful information on the Griggs 
County Courthouse. Finally, we requested additional 
information from the Griggs County Museum and the 
County Commission Minutes since the NR nomination 
in 1977.  The museum reported that there was nothing 
additional to add from their collection, so a history 
was written based on the sources at hand. We found 
and confirmed all of the information in the original 
entry by Maddox. We also went through the County 
Commission Minutes since 1978 and recorded changes 
to the building on page 5.

The NDSU Public History Program was contracted 
by Griggs County to conduct the HABS Level II State 
Documentation requirement. Dr. Angela Smith, a 
public historian and director of the  program selected 
Wyatt Atchley, a graduate student interested in historic 
preservation, to assist in the documentation. 

The project began with a careful reading of the 
North Dakota State Historic Preservation Office 
(SHPO) mitigation plan for Griggs County. Because 
the courthouse is on the National Register of Historic 
Places, the ND SHPO must mitigate the “adverse 
effect” of razing the building. This legal process is 
required by  Section 106 of the 1966 National Historic 
Preservation Act. After a careful read of the National 
Register Nomination for the courthouse prepared by 
Architectural Historian Dawn Maddox in 1977 (reference 
#77001025), we traveled to Cooperstown five times 
during the summer and fall of 2020 to measure the 
courthouse, take photographs, and conduct research. 
	
We made detailed measurements of each room. We 
later discovered that Michael Burns, a Moorhead, 
Minnesota architect who worked with the county on 
renovation planning, had drawn up plans for the site. 
Burns had conducted assessments of the Courthouse 

GRIGGS COUNTY COURTHOUSE: HABS STATE LEVEL II DOCUMENTATION

The Griggs County Courthouse was built in 1884. It was one of the oldest courthouses in the state still used for 
its intended purpose until the county approved and built a new courthouse that opened  in 2017. Placed on the 
National Register of Historic Places in 1977, by 2012 mold, accesibility, and structural issues pushed the county 
to  consider a new facility. County offices moved into the new courthouse in 2018 and the county petitioned the 
State Historic Preservation Office for permission to raze the courthouse in 2019. The ND SHPO provided mitigation 
instructions for the “adverse effect” of tearing down the building. Those terms are:

1.	 HABS State Level II documentation by NDSU graduate students.
2.	 Updating the Site form
3.	 Updating the National Register nomination
4.	 Salvage of Architectural materials/elements as practicable
5.	 Creation/Installation of a plague or sign discussing the courthouse placed somewhere on the grounds once the 

structure is demolished.
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History
The Griggs County Courthouse was built near the center of Cooperstown, North Dakota. Brothers Rollin C. Cooper 
and Thomas J. Cooper were integral to the early boom of the town. Rollin Cooper arrived in what would become 
Cooperstown in 1880 and began negotiations with railroad companies to purchase blocks of land in an attempt to 
turn the area into a wheat-land empire. R.C. Cooper set to work in the fields and made the necessary steps to create 
a town. The town, known then as it is today as Cooperstown, was platted in 1882. Griggs County voters authorized 
its commissioners to issue bonds of $30,000 for building and furnishing a courthouse and jail. The bonds were 
issued on January 7, 1884, and the commissioners accepted the bid for construction by Alex Moffat. Upon its 
completion, the original courthouse was 91 feet long, 48 feet wide, three stories tall, and occupied 3,077 square 
feet on the registered block of land. The courthouse contained three fireproof vaults and three brick jail cells. The 
final costs including additional expenses totaled $29,212.28. 

The first officers of Griggs County as named by the first election were: Andrew Johnson, Sheriff; Byron Andrus, 
Judge of Probate; E. W. McCrae, Assessor; George W. Virgo, coroner. The majority of the old officers were retained 
except for constables and justices. George W. Barnard was named Treasurer; Herbert P. Smart, Register of Deeds and 
County Clerk; John N. Jorgenson, Clerk of Court; Dr. Theo. Kerr, Superintendent of Schools, and also Coroner; Fred B. 
Edwards, surveyor.

With the rise of inhabitants from diverse backgrounds came the need for churches to serve the people of the 
county. By 1885, none of the church congregations had built a church, and the county commissioners made a 
statement on April 17, 1885, that the courthouse would not be used for religious purposes. The courthouse was, 
however, the only large building in the area and thus became a place for social gatherings and town events. In 
1895, the courthouse could be rented for $15.00 per night for dances and $10.00 for “other entertainments.” In 
1904 and 1905, the courthouse became the primary location for school classes after the schoolhouse burned 
down on March 27, 1904. For some, the courthouse was a staple of their small town. In 2021, before its demolition, 
the courthouse was still the tallest structure in the town. Driving east or west on Highway 200, one could see 
the modest weathervane atop the northeast tower break the tree line when nearing the city of Cooperstown. 
The daughter of Mason Knapp who was the County Sheriff of Griggs County from 1907 to 1911, remembers 
climbing the stairs to the top of the tower - “one could get such a good sight of the town and country from there” 
(Cooperstown Centennial, 21).

The Griggs County Courthouse served the state of North Dakota and the citizens of Griggs County for 133 years 
when, in 2017, a new courthouse was built after years of debate about safety issues. County offices moved into the 
new courthouse in 2018. The Griggs County commission sought permission from the State Historic Preservation 
Office of North Dakota to raze the old courthouse because the structure was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places. The North Dakota SHPO had to mitigate adverse effects under Section 106 of the 1966 National 
Historic Preservation Act. Dr. Angela Smith, a public historian and associate professor at North Dakota State 
University, and Wyatt Atchley, a graduate student of history at NDSU, worked to document the building before its 
demolition. 

Bibliography

Centennial Book Committee of Cooperstown, North Dakota. Cooperstown, North Dakota, 1881-1982. 1982. 

Cooperstown Diamond Jubilee, 1882-1957. Published in 1957. 

Martens, Steve and Ronald H.L.M. Ramsay. Buildings of North Dakota. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2015. 
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Architectural Changes or Additions to Griggs 
County Courthouse Since 1977
The building was approved for the National Register in 1977. Since 
that time there were repairs to the roof, exterior brick mortor, 
basement windows, coal bin, and several interior modifications to 
accompany network wiring and a computer server. The County 
Commission minutes reveal the following updates to the building 
since that time:

March, 1979

The Griggs County Commission voted to install a new heating 
plants in the Griggs Courthouse. A March 6th commission meeting 
states that the new heating plant did not function properly 
resulting in excessive fire and calamity which further resulted in 
major smoke damage to the walls, ceilings and other fixtures. The 
commission moved to take $2,843.05 from the emergency fund 
for the repair.

March, 1986

Courthouse roof repaired.

May, 1986

A motion was approved to fix the “dangerous condition caused 
by loose bricks and mortar in the courthouse eaves , and further 
that deteriorating floor covering in the courthouse hallways , steps 
and offices constitutes a hazard to the public and to the County 
employees.” 

March, 1990

Orville Tranby representing the County Historical Society met with 
the Board about the expansion of the Museum and cataloging of 
all fixtures and furnishings in the courthouse.

May, 1991

Commission approved an emergency fund to repair the roof of 
the County Auditor addition to the courthouse.

September 1992

The side walk was repaired and the slope fixed on the west and 
south side of the Sheriff’s Office because it was leaking and ruining 
the walls and floor.

March, 1993

Approved emergency repairs to the courthouse furnace.

September 1994

Main courthouse required new shingles on the roof and updates 
to the furnace.

November, 1995

Scherr Construction Company, Inc. of Valley City built an open 
chairlift on the west and an enclosed lift on the East end of the 
courthouse for $63,7000 as part of an ADA contract.

July, 1999

The County Commission accepted a bid by Art Electric on Finely 
for electrical work for the courthouse.

August, 2000

Commission approved repairs for the coal bin on the northwest 
side of the main courthouse building. The minutes note that “the 
northwest side of the Griggs County Courthouse began to fall in, 
decay, and became inundated with water.”

A motion was approved to do more concrete work on the front 
and side of the building.

August, 2003

Twelve windows in basement replaced by Rosco Windows for 
$4,796.00

May, 2005

Commission approved Karr Tuckpointing to point tuck the 
courthouse (mortar repair) and roofing repairs.

July, 2007

Interior room addition and network wiring for a computer server.

Water pipe repair by PLBG, HTG, & A/C, INC. for the amount of 
$3,171.00

June 2010

Griggs County Commission declares an emergency due to mold 
and other environmental concerns in the courthouse basement 
rendering that area unusable.
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Photographic 
Documentation
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_3R.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021
Camera facing southwest

Description: Exterior photo of the northeast corner and front entrance of the Griggs County 
Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: 
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021
Camera facing northeast

Description: Rear west facing entrance to the courthouse.
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_1.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing southeast

Description: Exterior photo facing the northwest corner of the 
Griggs County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_2.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing south

Description: Exterior photo facing the north side of the Griggs 
County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_3.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing south

Description: Exterior photo facing the north side entrance to 
the Griggs County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_5.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing north

Description: Exterior photo of the south side of the Griggs 
County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_6.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing north

Description: Exterior photo of the south side of the Griggs 
County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_15
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021
Camera facing east

Description: Rear view of courthouse facing west
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_17
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021
Camera facing northwest

Description: Exterior photo of the south side of the courthouse. 
The building in front of it is the new courthouse.
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_14
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021

Description: First floor interior hallway. Metal wall panels 
shown in detail on the next page.
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_7.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 9-17-2020

Description: Interior photo of  metal panels and woodwork in 
main floor hallway of Griggs County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_19.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 2-25-2021

Description: Interior closeup photo of  metal panel in the main 
floor hallway of Griggs County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_8.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 9-17-2020

Description: Interior photo of  hinges on main floor doors in 
Griggs County Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_10.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 10-16-2020
Camera facing southwest

Description: Second floor courtroom of the Griggs County 
Courthouse. 
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_11.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date: 10-16-2020
Camera facing west

Description: Interior view of the second-level courtroom.
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_7.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 9-17-2020

Description: Interior photo of rear stairwell woodwork  on the 
second floor of Griggs County Courthouse just outside the 
court room.
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Griggs County Courthouse
Photo: Griggs_12.tiff
Cooperstown, ND
Photographer: Angela Smith
Date: 7-23-2020
Camera facing northwest

Description: Exterior view of the southern and eastern sides. 
Opheim house on the right-hand side of the frame.
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Measured 
Drawings
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Griggs County Courthouse
Cooperstown, ND

Original plans
Photographer: Wyatt Atchley
Date scanned: 10-17-2020

Description: Original courthouse plans stored in the Griggs 
County court clerk office
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ND SHPO Mitigation 
Requirements
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1977 National 
Register Nomination
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Appendices
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The fate of the old Griggs County Courthouse 
was a long and bureaucratic struggle. In 2010, 
two county offices — Social Services and the 
Sheriff’s Department — moved out of the Griggs 
County Courthouse and into temporary quarters 
after 4 of 6 staff members visited their doctors 
for health issues connected to the mold present 
in several areas of the courthouse. 

In 2011 Griggs County Commission held 
three public meetings to discuss and present 
renovation plans for the Griggs County 
Courthouse after voters rejected three separate 
bond issues for a new building. There were to 
be two sections to the new courthouse--one 
part would be an Emergency Operations Center  
(EOC) for the jail and law enforcement, and the 
other side of the building would house the court, 
social services, and the county extension agent. 
The county initially received one million dollars 
in grant funding from the federal Homeland 
Security Department for the EOC portion 
renovation project. To move forward, the Griggs 
County Commission members overrode the 
previous vote against a new courthouse building 
since its construction would not increase 
taxes and did not require a referendum vote. 
Construction began in July of 2013 on the 
new courthouse, but stopped in May of 2014 
when the general contractor working on the 

nearly completed courthouse halted work due 
to payment disputes for previously completed 
work. In August, the Construction Engineers filed 
a lien over $856,000 plus interest against the 
county and the Griggs County Building Authority. 

Griggs County then filed a lawsuit against the 
Griggs County Building Authority. Griggs County 
claimed that the Building Authority breached 
the contract for the unfinished new courthouse 
construction project. The Building Authority 
members argued that the remaining balances 
were to be paid by the County Commission 
for their responsibility in project delays that 
ultimately generated the increased costs. The 
mediation process lasted over a year. The Griggs 
County Commission and Building Authority 
finally agreed to drop lawsuits against each 
other during a mediation session in May of 2016. 
Three Building Authority members resigned 
and were replaced by members of the County 
Commission, granting them majority voting 
power. Construction resumed, and contractors 
began the finishing touches, like pouring 
concrete for the parking lot and sidewalks, a 
year after the settled dispute between the Griggs 
County Commission and the Building Authority. 
About 100 people attended the open house on 
April 28, 2017. 

APPENDIX 1: COUNTY COURTHOUSE DECISIONS AND TIMELINE

TIMELINE:
November 2, 2010 - In 2010, two county offices - Social 
Services and the Sheriff’s Department - moved out of the 
Griggs County Courthouse and into temporary offices 
after 4 out of 6 staff members visited their doctors for 
their daily health issues connected to the mold present in 
several areas of the courthouse. 

April 27, 2011 - The Griggs County Commision held 
three public meetings to discuss and present renovation 
plans for the Griggs County Courthouse after voters had 
rejected three separate bond issues for a new building. 

August 29, 2011 - North Dakota granted $9.6 million in 
Homeland Security Grants. The former Griggs County 

Courthouse initially received one million dollars in grant 
funding for a $4.7 million renovation project. 

October 2013 - A recall election occurred and all county 
commissioners were replaced after they voted to approve 
the building of a new courthouse despite the rejection by 
voters of three bond votes to fund the project.

October 8, 2014 - The general contractor working on the 
nearly completed courthouse halted work overpayment 
disputes for previously completed work. In August, 
the Construction Engineers filed a lien over $856,000 
plus interest against the county and the Griggs County 
Building Authority. 
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August 21, 2015 - Griggs County files a lawsuit against 
the Griggs County Building Authority. Griggs County 
claimed that the Building Authority breached the contract 
for the unfinished courthouse construction project. 
Building Authority members argued that the remaining 
balances were to be paid by the County Commision 
for their responsibility in project delays that ultimately 
generated the increased costs. The mediation process 
lasted over a year. 
May 5 2016 - Griggs County Commission and Building 
Authority agreed to drop lawsuits against each other 
during a mediation session. Three Building Authority 
members resigned and were replaced by members of the 
County Commission granting them majority voting power.  

May 21, 2017 - Contractors began the finishing touches, 
like pouring concrete for the parking lot and sidewalks, a 
year after the settled dispute between the Griggs County 
Commission and the Building Authority. About 100 people 
attended the open house on April 28th. 
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APPENDIX 2: MISC. RESEARCH FINDING

Centenial Book Committee. Cooperstown, North Dakota 1882-1982.  Pages 21-22.
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