2288 COLUMBIA AVENUE – COURTHOUSE
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Historical Name: Courthouse
Common Name:
Address: 2288 Columbia Avenue
Date of Construction: 1901
Design, Style, Architecture, Architect: J.J. Honeyman

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Description:
The Rossland Courthouse National Historic Site of Canada is
a substantial two-storey brick building located on a steeply sloping
site that affords a commanding view over the surrounding area and
showcases its landmark status within the community. Constructed
of buff brick over a stone basement, the building’s distinctive design
incorporates projecting tower sections on all four corners, three of
which are crowned by steep, tile-clad, pyramidal roofs. The
building’s exterior wall surfaces are richly ornamented with
polychromatic detailing. Its interior is beautifully preserved and

distinguished by the wood-panelled court room and massive stained
glass window bearing the provincial coat of arms flanked by the
coats of arms of colonial Chief Justice Matthew Baillie Begbie and
colonial Governor James Douglas.
Heritage Value:
The Rossland courthouse was designated a national historic
site in 1980 because it is highly representative of a distinctive
regional form of Canadian courthouse that emerged in British
Columbia during the late 19th century.
The province’s early law makers strove to emphasize the
English origins of the province’s legal system in newly-settled
regions in the wake of large waves of American miners and fortune
seekers. In important mining centres, such as Rossland, this intent
was reflected in the design of a courthouse which served as a visual
symbol of the Crown’s authority. Wood-beamed ceilings, woodpanelled walls and stained glass windows cast a solemn atmosphere
over court proceedings. Courthouse exteriors were intended to
convey a distinctly British character. Designed by Glasgow native J.J.
Honeyman, Rossland’s courthouse epitomizes this approach to
courthouse design through its well-preserved exterior and interior.
Character-Defining Elements:
 Continuous function of the building as a courthouse.
 Footprint of the building and the historical relationship
between the building and its site, including setbacks on
Columbia Avenue and Monte Cristo Street frontage.
 Sightlines of the courthouse along Columbia Avenue and
throughout the community which contribute to its
landmark status.
 Site features, including the stone perimeter walls,
walled entrance staircase and walkway.
 The exterior forms, massing, materials and design
features of the building contribute to its stature as an
important regional landmark and as a visual symbol of
authority, including:
- the roofline and roof surfaces, including tiled

pyramidal corner towers, finials, cupola, semielliptical dormers, gabled parapets;
- original exterior brick and stone wall surfaces,
including cut rubble stone basement, brick walls
with polychromatic detailing in cut and carved
stone and brick;
- exterior decorative treatment including
window and door openings and surrounds, the
formal main entrance and side porch,
decorative stone and brick wall and eaves
elements including bracketed frieze, window
panels, round-headed window and door hoods,
string courses, and elaborately embellished
entrance surround and entablature;








Original doors and windows.
Symmetrical floor plan, notably the second floor
configuration containing main court room, judge’s
chambers, barristers’ room, law library, sheriff’s office
and smaller courtroom.
Original interior walls, ceiling and floor surfaces and
door and window surrounds.
Courtroom and subsidiary chambers, including original
fixtures, stained glass windows, wall and ceiling
panelling, timber beamed ceiling with inlaid cedar
panels.
Central hall with imposing main staircase with ornate
newel posts and railings.

Court House c.1901

HISTORY
The first Courthouse was erected in Rossland in 1894 at
2060 Columbia Avenue. This building had the distinction of being
the second building constructed in Rossland. The hewn log building
served as the Provincial Government offices, the gaol (jail) and
courthouse in Rossland for a period of one year.
The second courthouse was located on the north side of
Columbia Avenue, on the western town limit up against the rock
bluff. The courthouse remained there until Rossland was
incorporated in 1897 and plans were started for a larger building to
accommodate the growing city.
A lot on the corner of Columbia Avenue and Monte Christo
Street was chosen as the site for the third courthouse, despite the
steep incline of the lot. Mr. John J. Honeyman, a Scot who made his
home in Rossland, was the architect retained to design the
courthouse. Honeyman borrowed a few features from Rattenbury’s
Nanaimo courthouse, as is evident by the following observations:
“The front facades of both are dominated by
symmetrical corner towers topped with pyramidal

roofs. Honeyman extended this feature by adding an
additional tower at the rear of his design, thereby
giving a curious fortress like appearance to the
building.”
James Lawyn, a local contractor, received the contract to
construct the courthouse as his low bid of $38,500 was accepted.
Lawyn worked on the building for one year and then quit before
completion. The Department of Public Works took over construction
after his departure. The final cost of the building was $53,000,
exceeding budgeted project costs.
The Rossland Miner reviewed the opening ceremonies in a
lengthy article in the June 30, 1901 edition. Mr. Justice Martin
presided over the ceremony “attired in a crimson robe deeply edged
with ermine.” The members of the bar wore conventional wigs and
gowns while their wives observed the proceedings from the jury
box. The interior of the courthouse was decorated for the grand
opening. The citizens of Rossland were pleasantly surprised to find
that the carpeted floors held arrangements of palms and other
plants.
The courtroom is an example of the exquisite woodwork
which is found throughout the building. The following excerpt from
the Rossland Miner described to the people of Rossland what the
courtroom would look like after its completion:
“The Court room is finished with half open timber
roof, the hammer beam truss being used with
matching cedar laid diagonally and in panels—the
roof principals being filled in with simple tracery in
cedar. The heavy square moulded balusters in front of
the public gallery, the high wainscot in panelled
cedar with surmounting cornice carried to the height
of the doors, the heavy scroll work over the doors,
remind one somewhat of Tudor or Elizabethan days
and harmonize with the solemnity and dignity of a
court of justice.”

The courtroom has been preserved and has escaped the
“modernization” inflicted on many heritage buildings.

Court Room

The most impressive attraction to the Court room is the 9
feet x 15 feet stained glass window. The Rossland Miner also offered
a detailed description of the stained glass window:
“In the central compartment are the arms of British
Columbia which are guarded by a cariboo and a
mountain sheep. The center of the shield is occupied
by the Union Jack, over which is the rising sun. This is
surmounted by a coroneted helmet over which is a
crowned lion. Below is the scroll “Splendor Sine
Occasus” (Splendour without diminishment- The
motto refers to the sun on the shield, which,
although setting, never decreases). Flanking this
blazon are the arms of Matthew Bailey Begbie, the
first Chief Justice of British Columbia and of Sir James
Douglas. The whole will be rendered in colour and
with the mid-day sun shining through, should look
particularly well over the canopied seat of justice.”

Arms of Matthew Bailey Begbie

BC Coat of Arms – middle panel

Arms of Sir James Douglas

The stained glass window has five panels. The two outside
panels have the British Columbia flower, the dogwood. The three center
panels (shown above) are as described in the Rossland Miner article. It
is interesting to note, however, that the middle panel, with the British
Columbia Coat of Arms, is different from the registered BC Coat of
Arms. The reason is that the Coat of Arms was created in 1895 but not
registered until 1906 and this interim period is when the stained glass
window in Rossland was created. The Rossland window Coat of Arms
has the Union Jack, placed in the lower part of the shield, to represent
unity with the British nation. This was designed by Canon Arthur
Beanlands of Victoria. However, when the BC government attempted to
register the arms at the College of Arms in 1897, two problems with the
design were identified:



The Union Jack was in an inferior position on the shield,
and
Infringement of the Sovereign’s exclusive right to the Union
Jack symbol, violating an essential element of heraldic
practice stating that no arms or parts of armorial
achievement could be used by another.

It took several years to resolve the issues but, on March 31, 1906,
BC was granted arms by Royal Warrant of Edward VII. However,
only the shield and motto were granted arms and they included the
following changes:



The sun and Union Jack were reversed to conform to
proper heraldic practice.
A golden antique crown was added in the centre point of
the Union Jack.

As a result, the Rossland courthouse, which had the stained glass
window created prior to 1906, bears the original design and not
the registered design.
The first floor of the courthouse holds the provincial
government offices, including the government agent’s office. In the
1930s, part of the first floor was set aside for a government liquor
store. The second floor is where the courtroom is situate, flanked on
either side of judge’s chambers, barristers’ room, law library, a
smaller courtroom, and sheriff’s office. The basement floor was
originally used as a jail.
The Rossland Public Library opened in 1939 and was housed
at 2038 Washington Street (Collins Hotel) until 1949. In 1949, the
landlord, who had been charging a nominal rent of $15.00 per
month, doubled the cost and a search began for less expensive
accommodations. There was considerable empty space in the
courthouse and, after repeated appeals to the BC government, the
library was granted the use of the recently vacated liquor store
quarters. This location, in the basement and on the ground level, was
given free of rent, heat or light on a trial basis.
The new floor space was more than double the original
library. The liquor store counter was altered for a librarian’s desk
and the bottle shelves became book shelves. There was enough
linoleum left over from decorating the courthouse to cover three
quarters of the concrete floor. This was donated on the
understanding that the library board would purchase enough to
complete the job. A library table was commandeered from the law
library upstairs.

In October 1981, the board of the Rossland Public Library
was notified that the Rossland courthouse was to be renovated
starting in January 1983. The library board was asked to make
arrangements to permanently vacate the premises by that date. A
committee was formed to assess the needs of the library and to
evaluate locations for a new building. The Chevron gas station at
2180 Columbia Ave. was chosen and on June 25, 1984 the new
library was opened.
2017 Restoration
In 2017, the BC Ministry of Citizens’ Services announced $1.9
million in upgrades to the historic Rossland courthouse. The goal of
the project was to improve accessibility both from the street and the
new parking area. That was accomplished with an entry ramp and
an accessible parking spot on the Monte Christo Street side of the
building. In addition, repairs were made to the exterior east
entrance canopy, repointing the bricks — renewing the external
part of the mortar joints — and cleaning and patching the exterior
wall surfaces. Inside repairs included remediating the attic and
basement, reconstruction of the attic stairs and electrical upgrades.

