
The retired elementary school 
teacher is an unlikely plaintiff.

“If you would have told me a 
year ago that I’d be suing anyone, 
I would have said that would be 
my worst nightmare,” she said. 
“But for the courthouse, I feel 
it is just so wrong to destroy it. 
That building belongs to every-
one in the county.”

 ‘A tough position’
Richard Focht, Jr.,  is an opti-

mist, and he’s a man who gets 
things done in Tiffi n. “I always 
tell people we do the diffi cult. 
The impossible takes a little bit 
longer.”

As president and CEO of the 
Seneca Industrial & Economic 
Development Corp.,  he spear-
headed efforts to transform the 
burned-out former Shawhan  
Hotel a block from the court-
house into an assisted living 
center, cleaned up a former glass 
factory for reuse by another 
business, and is embarking on a 
plan to revitalize Tiffi n’s historic 
downtown.

But he has not been able to 
solve the courthouse problem.

“This has gotten way out of 
hand. The commissioners are 
not stupid people. They are in a 
tough position,”  Mr. Focht said. 
“The preservationists are good 
people and I know their hearts 
are in the right place. They’ve 
raised awareness that we need to 
save the building, but I haven’t 
seen anything from the group 
about how we’re going to do it.”

His agency formed a citizens’ 
committee in 2000 to come up 
with a plan for the courthouse. 
The recommendation from the 
group was 11-1 to renovate the 
courthouse and ask voters to ap-
prove a 10-year ¼ percent sales 
tax increase to fund the project.

The May, 2002, ballot measure 
failed by 627 votes out of more 
than 10,000 cast.

Preservationists attribute the 
defeat to post-9/11 concerns 
about the economy and the fact 
that three school districts in the 
county and the city of Fostoria 
all had tax measures on the 
same ballot.

“If commissioners would have 
asked voters to raise taxes to 
spend $6 million on demolishing 
the courthouse and build a new 
one, voters would have voted 
that down too,” Ms. Engle said. 

Road plans
She said Mr. Nutter and Mr. 

Sauber refuse  to spend the $1 

million to $2 million more for a 
courthouse restoration because 
they would rather spend money 
on a county road plan they are 
backing.

Mr. Focht confi rmed that his 
agency and the county are push-
ing a $50 million transportation 
plan, which includes construct-
ing highway bypasses around 
the west side of Tiffi n and the 
east side of Fostoria, plus wid-
ening U.S. 223 and State Rts. 53, 
4, and 12 to make room for turn 
lanes.

“Seneca County has the high-
est per mile accident rate of any 
rural county in Ohio and we’re 
in the top fi ve in the state. Our 
highways are unsafe and they’ve 
held us back in terms of our op-
portunity to grow business,” Mr. 
Focht said. “But the funding for 
the courthouse and the fund-
ing for highways are not con-
nected.”

Preservationists don’t believe 
that.

“All we hear about is high-
ways,” Ms. Engle said. “All they 
want money for is highways, 
highways, highways.”

That riles Mr. Focht.
“We’re a donor county. We’re 

sending more money down 
to Columbus than we get in 
return,” he said, his voice ris-
ing. “That’s what they ought to 
be focusing on … don’t tell me 
we can’t do both. We can, we 
should, and we will,” he said. “I 
would make a promise to them. 
I will support a solution to the 
courthouse just as passionately 
as I support a solution to our 
highway system.”

If Seneca County could con-
vince the state to give it just half 
of the $3 million it gave to Wood
County to renovate its historic 
courthouse and jail, Mr. Focht 
said, “We’d be well on our way to 
being able to raise the balance of 
funds to rehab the building.”

 Funds for restoration
Preservationists started a 

fund-raising drive last weekend, 
placing advertisements in the 
local paper, the Advertiser-Tri-
bune , asking for pledges to help 
restore the courthouse.

They say they already have re-
ceived a few thousand dollars in 
pledges, but until the commis-
sioners back away from demoli-
tion and agree to attempt to fi nd
money to restore the historic 
courthouse, it will be diffi cult 
to convince people to give to the 
project.

To date, Mr. Nutter and Mr. 
Sauber have refused to seek 
state grants to fund restoration 
efforts.

State funding was an option 
mentioned in the last study the 

county commissioned on the 
courthouse.

The 2007 study, by MKC 
Associates, included a recom-
mendation by the Ohio Historic 
Preservation Offi ce : “Get your 
state legislators’ attention. Pub-
lic historical projects can be, and 
often are, sponsored by state 
dollars.”

State Rep. Jeff Wagner (R., Tif-
fi n) previously told The Blade 
he has not sought state grants 
to help restore the courthouse 
because commissioners have 
not asked him to.

Mr. Wagner was a Seneca 
County commissioner when he 
was elected to the Ohio House 
in 2002, the same year county 
voters defeated the tax issue that 
would have paid to restore the 
courthouse.

“We have Jeff Wagner to thank 
for this,” Ms. Livingston said. 
“He was going for state offi ce
and he refused to enact a sales 
tax increase without a vote of 
the people. All he wanted to 
do was knock on doors and tell 
people he didn’t raise their taxes, 
even though he knew the county 
needed the money.”

Mr. Wagner did not return 
messages seeking comment at 
his statehouse offi ce and his 
home.

 County fi nances
Seneca County was in fi nan-

cial trouble the fi rst part of the 
decade, with little money in re-
serve and expenses rising.

In the spring of 2003, voters 
defeated a  ½ percent sales tax to 
raise more money for the county. 

By July, with fi nances deteriorat-
ing, former Commissioners Tom 
Distel, Jimmie Young, and Joe 
Schock voted in a ½ percent 
sales tax for a temporary, four-
year period without seeking 
voter approval.

Within three years, all three 
were out of offi ce. Mr. Nutter 
and Mr. Sauber won election in 
November, 2004, campaigning 
against the sales tax increase. 
Once in offi ce, they changed 
course and chose, along with Mr. 
Bridinger, to make the ½  percent 
sales tax permanent.

The total sales tax now stands 
at 7 percent, making Seneca 
County one of 39 counties in the 
state to enact a 7 percent sales 
tax. Only Cuyahoga County, 
with its 7.75 per cent sales tax, 
is higher.

County fi nances are now in 
better shape, with a $2.5 million 
cash balance at the end of Au-
gust in the county general fund.

“It’s a very stable county. The 
local government money and 
sales taxes are constant, plus 
interest rates went up nicely so 
that’s made a big difference,” 

 Larry Beidelschies , county audi-
tor, said.

Mr. Beidelschies said property 
taxes and sales taxes are coming 
in above projections for the year, 
and the county’s debt stands 
at $9.3 million, well below the 
county’s legal debt limit of $21.5 
million.

 Holding on to history
A dispute over historic pres-

ervation is such an anomaly in 
Tiffi n.

Every turn of a corner reveals 
historic homes and businesses 
lovingly preserved or in the pro-
cess of renovation. Stately multi-
story brick businesses from the 
1880s and 1890s stand guard 
around the Courthouse Square, 
a row of smaller quaint Victorian 
structures lines an alley next to 
the courthouse.

Whole blocks have been re-
stored and small businesses fi ll 
most of the storefronts down-
town.

An inventory by Heidelberg 
College counted 873 historic 
homes and business buildings 
in the city. Both Heidelberg and 
Tiffi n University, fl anking the 
downtown east and west, are 
committed to historic preserva-
tion.

Tiffi n University President 
Paul Marion  proudly shows 
off the former Miami Street 
School, built the same year as 
the courthouse in 1884, which 
the university restored and uses 
for classes.

He then points down the street 
to a large brick building that now 
houses the university’s adminis-
trative offi ces. It was originally 
McNeal’s general store, the fi rst 
business in Fort Ball, which was 
founded along the banks of the 
Sandusky River in July, 1813, by 
soldiers of the U.S. Army.

Tiffi n was incorporated in 
1835 across the river from Fort 
Ball. The two merged in 1850.

At Heidelberg, President 
Dominic Dottavio  leads a tour 
through the Octagon House on 
East Market Street across from 
campus.

The college purchased the 
home of Jeremiah Good, the 
college’s fi rst faculty member, 
with plans to restore it along 
with the house next door, which 
was home to Heidelberg’s fi rst 
president, E.V. Gerhard.

“We do this because it is part 
of our history, it is who we are,”
 President Dottavio said.

Neither Mr. Dottavio nor Mr. 
Marion were willing to com-
ment on whether the county’s 
courthouse should be restored 
or demolished.

“It’s diffi cult,” Heidelberg’s 

president said.
“Tiffi n University has been 

careful not to get involved,” its 
president said.

Such noncommittal responses 
from leaders of the community 
are common.

Tiffi n Mayor Bernie Hohman  
and Tiffi n City Council have 
not taken a stand on the court-
house’s pending demolition, 
with the mayor saying it is an 
issue for the county to decide.

The only public offi cial to 
speak up for the courthouse is 
City Engineer Curtice Eagle .

“As the city engineer I don’t 
have a position, but personally I 
don’t understand why there isn’t 
more interest in preserving the 
courthouse,” Mr. Eagle said. “I 
don’t understand the vehement 
need for it to come down.

“It seems like the courthouse 
is the cornerstone of down-
town,” he said. “It seems particu-
larly strange that it boils down to 
what’s cheapest.”

The city engineer is a member 
of the Tiffi n Architectural Board 
of Review , established in 2000 
by City Council to “safeguard 
the architectural integrity” of 
the downtown historic district 
and “to maintain and enhance 
the distinctive character of the 
buildings, landmarks, and his-
toric areas in downtown Tiffi n.” 

Mr. Eagle said Commissioner 
Sauber has informed board 
members that the county does 
not intend to seek the board’s
permission before demolishing 
the courthouse.

Other than Mr. Eagle, too few 
people in Tiffi n are willing to 
take a stand on the courthouse, 
said Mr. Schneppat , aTiffi n His-
toric Trust member.

“Tearing down this court-
house will absolutely devastate 
this community,”  Mr. Schne ppat 
said. “We have two presidents of 
universities that do not speak up. 
If anyone would suggest tearing 
down the castle at Heidelberg, 
there would be outrage.

“Do you hear anything from 
the mayor and City Council? 
Nothing,” said the Canadian 
citizen who made the county 
his home and in 1983 purchased 
the Hermitage, a sprawling stone 
home just north of town.

The retired businessman, U.S. 
Army veteran, and world traveler 
said if Seneca County’s 1884 his-
toric courthouse were in Europe, 
there would be no question that 
it would be restored.

“Why do you think people go 
to London? They go to see the 
Tower of London. They don’t go 
to see the new Hilton.”

Contact Dave Murray at:
dmurray@theblade.com

or 419-724-6069.
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STILL STANDING

From the 1860s through 1902, Elijah E. Myers of Detroit designed a dozen county courthouses 
in Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Colorado, Nebraska, and California. Six of them have been 
torn down and six are still standing, including Seneca County’s 1884 courthouse in Tiffi n, which is 
slated for demolition. The architect also designed the Michigan, Colorado, and Texas state capitol 
buildings, which still stand, as well as Idaho’s fi rst capitol, which is gone.
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DEMOLISHED

ELIJAH E. MYERS (1832-1909)
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Designer’s works seen
as architectural gems
By DAVE MURRAY
BLADE SPECIAL ASSIGNMENTS EDITOR

TIFFIN — Seneca County 
preservationists fi ghting to stop 
the demolition of their historic 
1884 courthouse hate to see a 
building they’ve lived with their 
entire lives destroyed.

They’ve gotten their marriage 
licenses there, served on juries, 
and fi led the deeds to their 
farms and homes there. They’ve 
stopped on the courthouse lawn 
to catch up on the news with old 
friends when they were in town.

Parades snaked around the 
imposing sandstone building, 
with marching bands and fl oats 
stopping in front of the reviewing 
stand, which was always erected 
in front of the courthouse.

But there is more value to the 
courthouse than the memories 
of the people who have lived 
with it all these years.

Historians and those who 
 make it their business to keep 
track of such “national treasures” 
are appalled at the idea that 
Seneca County offi cials have de-
cided to destroy the courthouse 
that stands in the heart of Tiffi n’s 
historic downtown.

They know the building well 
and have documented the 
beams, stones, and cast-iron 
stairs that Elijah E. Myers  chose 
to use when he designed Tiffi n’s 
courthouse 123 years ago.

When Seneca County decided 
to build a new courthouse dur-
ing the post-Civil War boom, 
county leaders hired the best 
designer available. And in the 
1880s, Mr. Myers was the rock 
star of architects.

From the 1860s through 1902, 
he designed a dozen county 
courthouses in Ohio, Michigan, 
Indiana, Illinois, Colorado, Ne-
braska, and California.

He designed massive city-
hall buildings in Grand Rapids, 
Mich., and Richmond, Va., and 
churches, a high school, a hos-
pital, a library, the president’s 
house at Michigan State Univer-
sity, an asylum in Mexico City, 
and the Brazilian Parliament 
Building in Rio de Janeiro.

But he is most remembered 
for being the designer of the 
Michigan, Colorado, and Texas 
state capitol buildings, which 

still stand, as well as Idaho’s fi rst 
capitol, which is gone.

He was born in Philadelphia in 
1832 and died in 1909 in Detroit, 
where he maintained an offi ce
most of his working life.

He designed his buildings to 
be fi reproof and to last for ages. 
Tiffi n’s courthouse is a classic 
Myers design and was con-
structed with the best materials 
available at the time.

“This building is literally ir-
replaceable,” said Kerry Chart-
koff , historian of the Michigan 
Capitol. “They have a fortune 
in materials that are no longer 
available anywhere.”

Ms. Chartkoff is confl icted 
about the courthouse in Tif-
fi n. She wants it saved, but if it 
comes down, its demolition will 
benefi t the Michigan Capitol she 
loves.

“It is really irresponsible if they 
go ahead with demolition,” she 
said. “One hundred years from 
now people will look back in 
amazement that they destroyed 
this building, but if they do we’ll 
be there to get as much stone 
from the building as possible for 
repairs to our building.”

It turns out that Elijah Myers 
used the best materials available 
for the Michigan Capitol and 
the Seneca County courthouse 
— the same black carbonized 
limestone and beautiful white 
Vermont marble was used for the 
black and white tiles in the fl oors 
throughout both buildings.

The Vermont General Assem-
bly has passed a law that none 
of the scarce remaining white 
marble may be quarried out of 
the last quarry in the state where 
it is found.

Valerie Marvin , who also works 
at the Michigan Capitol, was 
sent last year to Tiffi n to inspect 
and photograph the courthouse 
for the Elijah Myers archives that 
Michigan maintains.

“You can see the original 
woodwork. Much of it has never 
been painted. The quality is 
better than what we have at the 
Michigan Capitol,” she said. 
“The original glass transoms 
are still there with the original 
department names painted on 
them.

“The staircases are all origi-

nal cast iron and there are two 
or three large vaults to store 
records, with original doors and 
circular cast-iron staircases in 
them,” Ms. Marvin said.

But for her, fi nding the black 
limestone and white marble 
tiles was a moment she’ll always 
remember.

“There was dirt on the fl oors, 
but in the vault I looked down 
and saw the tiles. I got down on 
my hands and knees and spit 
on the fl oor to clean a spot, and 
saw the tiny white sea creatures 
embedded in the black tiles,” 
she said. “They are the same as 
the tiles in the Michigan Capitol, 
and we have hundreds of geolo-
gists, students, school kids, and 
tourists who come each year just 
to see our tiles and the architec-
ture of the building.”

To Stan Graves, the director of 
the Texas Historic Courthouse 
Preservation Program that has 
provided more than $145 million 
in grants to renovate 64 county 
courthouses in Texas, demoli-
tion of the Seneca County court-
house should not be an option.

Mr. Graves was invited to 
Tiffi n last month to tour the 
courthouse and to talk with Sen-
eca County Commissioners Ben 
Nutter and Dave Sauber, who are 
pushing for demolition so they 
can build a new and cheaper 
courthouse.

Mr. Graves told the commis-
sioners and local preservation-
ists that their 1884 courthouse 
was a $30 million to $50 million 
asset that was “better than our 
state Capitol building, [with] 
higher-quality woodwork.”

Last week Mr. Graves said 
commissioners need to look be-
yond temporary fi nancial con-
cerns and realize “the treasure” 
they have.

“A lot of people know the cost 
of things, but they don’t know 
the value of things. The building 
they have is irreplaceable. The 
community is going to have a 
black eye if it comes down,” he 
said.

And his view of Mr. Nutter 
and Mr. Sauber if they succeed 
in tearing down the courthouse 
Elijah Myers designed in Tiffi n?

“They defi nitely shouldn’t be 
serving in public offi ce.”

THE BLADE

Preservationists raised $3.6 million to restore the historic Ritz 
Theatre in Tiffi n as a community performing arts center.

Tiffi n University’s Paul Mari-
on, left, and Heidelberg Col-
lege’s Dominic Dot tavio have 
avoided taking a position.

Seneca 
Continued from Page 10
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