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Canadian Inventory of Higg'oric Building - Historical Building Report

Historian: Edward Mills

Date: January, 1977

Geocode: 10157000601840
City: Merritt
Address: 1840 Nicola Ave.

Building Name: Merritt Court House
(if important)

Source of Title Photo: C.I.H.B.
Phase I

Building Information

Date of Construction: 1914

Architect: Provincial Department of Public works, Engineering Office
Builder: James Layfield

Craftsmen (List Type) George Murray--painting, interior finishing

Name and occupation of original owner: Province of British Columbia

Notable subsequent owners and reason identified: same as above

Notable type of occupants: Judiciary, provincial government agencies
YMotable occupants and reason identified:

Building use: Governmental; Court House and offices

Major building material: yood

Alterations:

General Nature Date Architect Builder
various additions 1951, 1957, 1975 D.P.W.

court room renovations 1975 D.P.W.

Comments:

One of two identical court houses built simultaneously at Nicola and
Merritt.
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1840 Nicola Avenue Merritt

Merritt is the principal community in the Nicola Valley,

an area lying within the judicial boundaries of the County

of Yale. Prior to 1908 the area remained sparsely settled,

being devoted chiefly to cattle ranching. 1Initial court

facilities were built in the small village of Nicola in

1884 under unusual circumstances. When the provincial

government failed to respond to requests for court and

lock-up facilities in the area, local citizens offered

to provide the site for a building and raise half the

cost of its construction through subscription. As a result,

a frame structure measuring 20 ft. by 30 ft. and containing

a court room and two cells was constructed at a cost of

$517, only $250 of which was paid by the provincial government.l/
Rapid changes in the economy of the area began to

occur with the construction of a spur from the Canadian

Pacific mainline at Spence's Bridge in 1908. The incentive

for the line was the discovery of major mineral deposits

in the area, notably coal. A syndicate headed by Colonel

William Hamilton Merritt secured the charter for the Nicola,

Kamloops and Similkameen Coal and Railway Company then

sold it to the Canadian Pacific.z/ A new townsite was

laid out by the railway at the confluence of the Nicola

and Coldwater Rivers, close to the site of coal mining
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operations. The new town, named in honour of Merritt,
grew quickly, attaining a population of 2,000 within four
years of its establishment,3/ and surpassing Nicola as
the main community in the area.

Temporary court facilities were set up in Merritt
some time between 1908 and 1912--precise documentation
on the building has not been located in government records
for the period, although maintenance costs are noted in
Public Accounts reports by 1912.4/ The 1885 structure
in Nicola continued to be in operation throughout this
period. On November 20 1913, the Provincial Government
called for tenders for the construction of a new court
house at Merritt. This was followed a week later by a
notice for tenders for another court house to be erected
in Nicola.5/ The rationale for erecting two such buildings
in communities just seven miles apart was not explained.
Plans were drawn up for identical structures by the Provincial
Department of Public Works' Engineering Office. Previously,
plans for provincial court houses had been commissioned
from private architects.

Plans and specifications for the two buildings, dated
December 26 1913, are held by the British Columbia Provincial
Archives. They called for construction of utilitarian
two storey frame structures over partially-excavated concrete
basements.6/ Construction was to be of B.C. fir, with

exterior walls sheathed in shiplap siding on the first
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storey, cedar shingles above. Mouldings, sashes and doors
were to be procured from the British Columbia Lumber and
Shingle Manufacturers Limited.7/ Decorative features
included pebble dashing applied to the gable end of the
projecting front porch and provincial coats of arms to
be cast in concrete and located above the main entrances.s/
Exteriors were to be painted buff with dark brown trim,

green barge boards and red creosote stain on roof shingles.g/

First floor space was divided into offices for various
provincial government agencies. Public access to the
upper storey was by means of a staircase located in the
central hall; a private staircase for court officials
was located in a rear hall. Second floor space contained
the court room, judges' chambers and jury room, as well
as a balcony above the front entrance.

Contracts for the erection of both the Merritt and
Nicola Court Houses were awarded to James Layfield, a
Vancouver builder, who arrived in Merritt on January 5
to commence work. He announced his intention to employ
local labour as much as possible and to begin excavations

10/

the following week. Work on the Nicola Court House

proceeded without incident, and by April 24 a local newspaper
reported that the building was ready for plastering.ll/
Construction of the Merritt Court House got off to a slower

start, however, due to a conflict over the choice of sites.

The government's initial intention was to have the building
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erected on the site of the temporary court house, located
"at the rear of the Sunshine Theatre". Townspeople, led

by Mayor Archie Jackson, voiced disapproval of the location,
and work on the excavations was halted while a government
official inspected the situation.lz/ In early February

the problem was resolved when the government agreed to
exchange the old site for a one acre lot (owned by the
mayor) facing on Nicola Avenue. Contractor Layfield was
instructed to commence excavations immediately, positioning
the new court house seventy-five feet back from the street.

This, the Merritt Herald and Nicola Valley Advocate noted,

would allow "all sorts of possibilities for putting in
gravelled walks and flower pots such as is to be seen
around several of the court houses in the province, notably
in Fernie and Point Grey where the buildings are situated

upon two acres of ground each..."l3/

(Figure 2).

On July 3 1914, the same newspaper noted that "the
new court houses at Merritt and Nicola are completed....The
paint work on both buildings has been done by Mr. George
Murray and his partner, the inside decorating particularly
attracting attention."l4/ The government agent's office,
which continued to be located in the Nicola Court House,
was opened in early September.ls/ The inefficiency of
operating two court houses, each containing separate govern-

ment agencies which frequently required persons to travel

back and forth in order to complete transactions, became obvious
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within a short time. Just four years after its opening,
the Nicola Court House was closed and the government agent's
offices transferred to the Merritt building. The Merritt-
based newspaper offered its condolences to the rapidly-
declining village of Nicola:

The people of Nicola will doubtless regret that

the government finds it necessary to remove

the agency from their town to Merritt, but when

they understand the great convenience it will

prove to the public generally and the economic

saving it will entail to the government, it

is believed they will accept the situation in

the right spirit. There never has been a time

in recent years when there was any good reason

for the government to maintain two court houses

in the Nicola Valley within seven miles of each
other.16/

Tentative plans to have the Nicola Court House converted
into a convalescent home for war veterans ended in 1919
when the building, along with 6,550 acres of surrounding
ranch land, was purchased by Major Charles Sydney Goldman.
In the process of expanding his Nicola Valley Stock Farm,
Goldman ultimately acquired the entire Nicola townsite,
employing various houses and buildings to house staff.
The court house was converted into Goldman's personal

residence shortly after its acquisition. Externally,
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the building appears unchanged, still retaining the court
house inscription above the main entrance. It currently
serves as the residence for the manager of the ranch,
which was acquired by a Texas-based firm around 196017/
(Figure 4).

During the early 1920s it appeared likely that the
Merritt Court House would also be closed as part of the
government's austerity program, with all judicial and
administrative offices for the region being consolidated
in Kamloops. The building survived this threat although
the local land registry was removed to Kamloops in April,
1922.18/ A year earlier, a granite memorial cenotaph
commemorating Merritt's war dead was erected on the grounds
in front of the court house and officially unveiled at
the largest outdoor ceremonial held in the valley up to
that time. The court house location had been selected
by popular demand due to its visibility from the highway
entering Merritt and permanent government maintenance.

Some opposition was expressed by citizens who felt the
court house location to be too removed from the centre
of the community.lg/

Removal of former Nicola Court House offices to Merritt
evidently did not require any immediate additions to the
latter building which remained structurally unchanged
apart from the construction of a lock-up wing at the rear

of the building during the following three decades (Figure

2). A succession of additions and alterations were made,



218

beginning in 1951. The dates and locations of these are
indicated on the accompanying set of floor plans based
upon information provided by Mr. Pat Lean, the present
government agent (Figures 3a and b). The only notable
change to the exterior front facade of the structure has
been the extension of the left wing; alterations to the
rear exterior have been considerably more extensive.

Recent interior renovations have resulted in the modernizing
of the court room and replacement of original furnishings.zo/
Establishment of an internal architectural office

within the Department of Public Works in 1913 brought

an end to the period of commissioned court house design

in the province with its accompanying diversity of styles.
A phase of relatively austere utilitarian designs was

ushered in with the appearance of the Nicola and Merritt

Court Houses in the following year.
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Ibid., p. 32.

Merritt Herald and Nicola Valley Advocate, 6 January

1914.
Ibid., 24 April 1914.
Ibid., 9 January 1914.
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Merritt, B.C. 18 December 1976.
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19 Pat Lean, "The History of the Merritt Cenotaph", Merritt
Herald, 5 June 1974, p. 4-C.

20 Herald, 22 January 1975.
*Newspaper references and information regarding structural

alterations provided by Mr. Pat Lean, government agent,
Merritt Court House.
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Figure 1: Merritt Court House, plans and elevations.
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Canadian Inventory of Hlsé%%ic Building - Historical Building Report

Historian:Edward Mills

Date:May, 1977

Geocode: 10159000100021%
City:Richfield

Address:

Building Name : Former Supreme
(tf important) Court House

Source of Title Photo:
CIHB

Building Information

Date of Construction: 1882

Architect:British Columbia Department of Public Works
Builder: I.B. Blake
Craftsmen (List Type)

Name and occupation of original owner: proyince of British Columbia
Notable subsequent owners and reason identified:

Notable type of occupants: Judiciary, Supreme and County Courts, Cariboo
flotable occupants and reason identified: District

Building use: Governmental; Court House

Major building material: milled wood

Alterations:

Genecral Nature Date Architect Builder
interior renovations,

installation of Victoria

Court House fittings 1963 Parks Branch Parks Branch

Comments: The oldest surviving court house in the province and the
second to be erected at Richfield. Although still on its original

site, the building is presently part of the Barkerville Historic
Site complex.



226

Richfield
The initial structure of the judicial system in British
Columbia was prompted by concern for the retention of
the mainland colony as a British possession in the wake
of successive gold rushes which attracted waves of American
miners into the region during the 1850s and '60s. The
Honourable Matthew Baillie Begbie was appointed first
Supreme Court Judge for the Crown Colony of British Columbia
on 2 September 1858 and assigned the difficult task of
administering British justice in the series of mining
camps springing up throughout the interior.l/ In addition
to the Supreme Court, a system of county courts was established
for petty cases, along with gold commissioners' courts.
The latter was a special innovation devised for the mediation
of mining disputes, dispensing of mining licences and
collection of duties on extracted ore. The posts of county
court magistrate and gold commissioner were frequently
occupied by a single official who was given the courtesy
title of "judge".z/ Initial government buildings in mining
areas usually consisted of the hastily-built or procured
quarters which served as combination living quarters,

offices and magistrate's courts for these officials.

Nowhere were the peculiar and frequently colourful

aspects of this frontier phase of British Columbia's judicial






