
  

 

 
June 23, 2020 

 
Justice John Minton 
Chief Justice 
Supreme Court of Kentucky 
Warren County Justice Center 
1001 Center St., Suite 305 
Bowling Green, KY 42101 
  
 RE:  Oldham County Courthouse Demolition 
 
Dear Justice Minton: 
 

We are writing to express our concerns regarding the demolition of the 
historic Oldham County Courthouse. This firm represents Preservation Kentucky, 
Inc. and members of the Oldham County community who are opposed to the 
decision to demolish the Historic Oldham County Courthouse. The Oldham 
County Courthouse is a historically important building to the community because 
of its intact architectural characteristics, its history as one of the oldest standing 
courthouses in the Commonwealth of Kentucky, and the historical events that have 
occurred in the building itself, including Civil War era housing of Union soldiers. 
We respectfully request that this letter be made part of the Facilities Review 
Committee record.  

 
The purpose of these comments is to dispel the narrative that this historic 

courthouse is “inadequate,” and that there remains only a few “truly remarkable 
interior features” of the historic courthouse as alleged by the PDB and its Chair, 
Judge Executive Voegele. The Historic Oldham County Courthouse is structurally 
and historically intact, and could easily be preserved into a new courthouse 
complex at a reasonable cost, as verified by experts hired by our clients.  

  
In addition, the Project Development Board (“PDB”) has not adequately 

considered alternative sites that would not require demolition of the Historic 
Oldham County Courthouse, as required by the relevant Kentucky Supreme Court 
rules and guidance, discussed infra. The PDB has likewise failed to submit its 
development and demolition proposal to the La Grange Historic Districts 
Commission or the Oldham County Planning Commission, as required by KRS 
100.361 and the Oldham County Zoning Ordinance. The PDB’s notices of its 
public meeting are also constitutionally deficient under Section 2 of the Kentucky 
Constitution. Finally, the PDB has failed, under relevant Kentucky Supreme Court 
rules and guidance, to complete a feasibility study to assess whether the existing 
courthouse could be renovated.  

 
Our clients are able to provide the assistance of world-renowned architects 

and engineers, including Deborah Berke, the dean of the Yale School of 
Architecture who specializes in historic renovations and adaptive reuse. In the 
meantime, we respectfully request that you allow our experts to perform their 
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review of the historic courthouse structure, deny the PDB’s request to demolish the 
courthouse, preserve this historically significant courthouse, ensure compliance 
with the relevant Kentucky Supreme Court rules, provide proper notice to 
community members, and allow the La Grange Historic Districts Commission and 
the Planning Commission to analyze the plan. 

 
We would also request that you consider amending your regulations to 

require the Kentucky State Historic Preservation Officer, or a representative 
thereof, to sit as a member of the PDBs across the state when a historic structure 
listed on the National Historic Register or eligible for such listing is being evaluated 
for renovation or demolition.  
 

I. BACKGROUND 
 
The original land for the Oldham County Courthouse was deeded by 

William Berry Taylor for use as the Oldham County Courthouse. That deed, dated 
May 21, 1827, describes the property as “a certain tract or parcel of land containing 
fifty acres being the same selected by a majority of the voters of the county of 
Oldham as their permanent seat of Justice for said county in pursuance of an Act of 
the Legislation of Kentucky approved 25th January 1827 entitled an Act to 
authorize the citizens of the county of Oldham to select by vote a permanent seat of 
Justice lying and being on the dividing ridge between the waters of Harrod’s Creek 
and Floyd’s Forks with the exception of a half acre lot for a house of worship, a half 
acre lot for a burial ground, and a half acre lot for a school house and spring lot, 
which several lots are donations from the party of the first part for the use and 
benefit of the town.” William Berry Taylor was the son of Jonathan Taylor, and was 
one of 10 children who were officers in the Revolutionary Army and Navy. He was 
a first cousin of Presidents Zachary Taylor and James Monroe.   

 
The first courthouse built in La Grange on the property provided by Taylor 

“was a two-story brick structure with a gabled roof built in 1828.” History & Families, 
Oldham County Kentucky: The First Century 1824-1924.  In 1874 this courthouse was 
damaged by fire. Based on an inspection of the building, it appears that elements of 
the original courthouse were included in the new courthouse, completed in 1875. 
In 1993, the original courthouse was preserved with some modern building 
additions.  The 1875 structure was mostly unchanged structurally and 
architecturally, with the exception of the addition of a modern cupola similar to 
the original.  

 
In December of 2019, the PDB made a preliminary decision, subject to the 

AOC’s review, to demolish the Historic Oldham County Courthouse. This was a 
shocking development to our clients, as the historic portions of the courthouse had 
been promised to be preserved, just as they were in the 1993 renovation. The 
Oldham County Judge Executive and other members of the PDB have made claims 
that the historic courthouse is structurally deficient, has no historic integrity, and 
would cost millions of dollars to preserve (because it would have to be rebuilt 
“brick by brick”).    
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In order to assess these arguments, our clients retained an architecture firm, 
Studio Kremer Architects, with significant experience in a wide range of 
architectural disciplines, including historic preservation.  We also retained an 
engineering firm, KPFF Consulting Engineers, with significant experience in 
structural engineering assessment.  We have consulted with Deborah Berke, the 
owner of Deborah Berke Partners, world renowned architect, Dean of the Yale 
School of Architecture, and architect on several historic building renovations in 
Kentucky. Technical staff for the Kentucky Heritage Council, the Commonwealth’s 
federally denominated historic preservation entity which has a statutory duty to 
make assessments of historic buildings, also made a physical review of the interior 
and exterior of the building.  That review of the building occurred on February 21, 
2020 and is discussed in the Expert Reports, attached as Exhibits 1, 2, and 3. In 
sum, none of the PDB’s arguments regarding the structural or historic integrity of 
the building are valid. The Historic Oldham County Courthouse is structurally and 
historically intact, and could be preserved and incorporated into a new courthouse 
complex easily, and at a reasonable cost. Note that AOC’s own expert, Danny 
Rhoades, stated at the September 19, 2019 PDB meeting that he “[d]oesn’t feel 
retaining the historic portions of the courthouse will be cost prohibitive.”  

 
Members of the PDB have claimed that our clients and other members of 

the public waited too long to oppose the demolition and should have been 
involved in the process earlier. However, as the minutes of the PDB meetings 
indicate, up until the October 2019 meeting, the PDB was not considering 
demolition of the courthouse. Once the public understood that the courthouse 
may be demolished, the citizens took action. This was not a situation where reticent 
community members sat on their hands. As soon as Preservation Kentucky and 
members of the local community realized that the promise to preserve the historic 
courthouse had been broken, in December 2019, they immediately took action to 
challenge the proposed destruction of this historic jewel of La Grange, Kentucky.   
 

II. SUMMARY OF EXPERT REPORTS 
 

According to the Kentucky Heritage Council (“KHC”),1 the building of the 
Oldham County Courthouse in central La Grange was instrumental in the creation 
of the town itself. Exhibit 1; March 2, 2020 KHC Letter. The establishment of La 
Grange is due to William Berry Taylor, who in May of 1827 conveyed 50 acres of 
land with the intent of creating a new county seat. The original Oldham County 
Courthouse was constructed in 1828, and, after a fire in 1874, some additions were 
made, allowing “for the construction of the much bigger and grander brick 
courthouse.” Id. The current Courthouse is “Extremely significant as an intact 
example of a 19th century Renaissance Revival-influenced Kentucky courthouse,” 
with the present appearance of the historic district “still very much dominated by 
the courthouse square.” Id. Based on the KHC’s observations and research, the 

 
1 As noted above, the Kentucky Heritage Council is a state agency and the State Historic 
Preservation Office, responsible for the identification, protection and preservation of 
prehistoric resources and historic buildings, sites and cultural resources throughout the 
Commonwealth. 
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Courthouse retains much of its historic and structural integrity and is largely intact 
from at least the 1874-75 construction. 

  
On Friday, February 21, 2020, several engineering and architecture experts 

described infra, including Kentucky Heritage Council architects Erick Rawlings and 
Mike Radeke, architect Scott Kremer of Studio Kremer (a former 15-year member 
of Louisville’s Historic Preservation and Landmarks Commission), and Jason 
White, Structural Engineer of KPFF, toured the existing courthouse to assess the 
condition of the structure, verify the age of all portions of the building, determine 
the feasibility and potential cost of renovating and restoring the Historic 
Courthouse as part of the Oldham County Courthouse complex, review the 
structural integrity of the building, and provide an assessment of the building’s 
overall state. The group toured publicly accessible areas of the building including 
the first floor entry and wooden stairways, the main corridor, the former Records 
Room Vault, second floor areas including the Courtroom and adjacent modern 
stairway, the attic, and the bell tower cupola. On the exterior, they observed the 
foundation and crawl space area below the wooden floor joists. They studied 
interior and exterior details and evidence of work performed as repairs, 
renovations, and modern additions including structural components, and 
mechanical and electrical equipment. See Exhibit 2; March 2, 2020 Scott Kremer 
Letter Re: Building Assessment: Oldham County Courthouse. 

 
According to Mr. Rawlings and Mr. Radeke, the most significant 

modifications to the building have been additive, leaving much of the historic 
fabric on the interior simply obscured from view. Exhibit 1; KHC Letter. These 
include elements such as dropped ceilings, carpeting, other added features (such as 
the drywall tray ceilings in the courtroom) and modern amenities (including 
modern electrical, lighting, plumbing, and HVAC systems). Much of the historic 
building material, including masonry, historic windows, visible historic framing 
elements (including heavy timber roof framing), finished carpentry and 
monumental stair elements are intact. The interior volumes of the historic 
structure also appear to remain intact, including ceiling heights, circulation 
patterns, and room configuration. All exterior walls appear to be intact. There is no 
evidence to suggest that the historic elements of the building have been 
significantly compromised. Id.   

  
By raising the ceiling tiles in the first floor corridor, the group observed the 

original exterior walls, painted white, consistent with reports dating the wall to at 
least the fire reconstruction of 1875, and are likely original walls dating to the 
1820s. Exhibit 2; Kremer Letter. The wood structure in the attic is intact and in 
very good condition. The structure was reinforced during the 1990s renovation to 
support the reconstructed cupola with few visible signs of deterioration or water 
damage. There is evidence of smoke discoloration of the wood structure, but no 
apparent fire damage, meaning that either: (1) the fire did not damage the wood 
but merely stained the structure that remained in place or (2) wood that was merely 
discolored but not damaged by the fire was salvaged and re-installed to reconstruct 
the roof. In either case, the wood appears to pre-date the 1874 fire and likely dates 
to the original 1820s construction. Id.  
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The most significant subtractive modification appears to be the 

reconstructed cupola, which is a fabricated metal replica of the historic cupola. 
Exhibit 1; KHC Letter. Though a modern construction (circa 1993), the current 
cupola was designed to match the size, height, and shape of the original with minor 
detail changes, demonstrating the significance of the cupola as part of the 
Courthouse that warranted replication. Exhibit 2; Kremer Letter. Other examples 
of historic features that have been obscured include the ribbed iron vaulted ceiling 
in the historic records room (added between 1886 and 1895 – likely during the 
1890 renovations based on historic citations), arched openings located above the 
dropped ceiling between the 1874 building and c. 1990s addition, and iron 
shutters. Exhibit 1; KHC Letter. Chimneys, although shortened to limit the 
number of penetrations of the new metal roofing installed in the 1990s, are still 
present and can be seen in post-1875 photographs of the white painted 
Courthouse. Exhibit 2; Kremer Letter. 

 
Based on the evidence, a hypothetical removal of the c. 1990s addition 

along with removal of non-historic additive elements would result in the building 
being largely returned to its 1874-75 form. Exhibit 1; KHC letter. 

 
Some deficiencies based on lack of maintenance were visible. However, 

those deficiencies are relatively common, easily corrected, and are not extensive 
enough to cause heightened concern. Although there was evidence of some termite 
damage that resulted in a sagging floor on the first floor, the termite damage does 
not appear recent or active and can likely be mitigated by the inclusion of 
additional floor joists and reinforcing under the existing structure. There also 
appeared to be some missing masonry that has allowed a single joist to become 
unsupported, resulting in the minor bounce in the floor of the room above, and 
requiring a simple fix by adding support under the joist and reconstructing the 
bearing condition of the wall. There are a few other minor structural issues that can 
be easily remedied including loose bricks and a vertical crack in the masonry. Id. In 
addition, the engineering and architecture professionals attempted to locate 
excessive floor framing deflection based on previous statements that indicated there 
were locations with at least 6” in total deflection. They were unable to locate any 
areas where these deficiencies occurred. Exhibit 1; KHC Letter. The deficiencies 
noted are minor in nature and do not affect the overall structural stability of the 
building. Exhibit 3; February 28, 2020 KPFF Memorandum. The bricks and brick 
walls appeared to be solid and there were no indications of cracking or 
deterioration, the ceilings were intact and did not appear deteriorated, the floors 
and ceiling (including wood ceiling joists, and timber roof trusses with steel rods 
and bolted connections) were intact and did not appear deteriorated, and the bell 
tower (cupola) was in good condition. Id. 

  
Mr. Kremer stated unequivocally that there is significant evidence and 

remaining material to consider the Oldham County Courthouse an intact structure 
that has remained in active use since the fire reconstruction of 1875, and evidence 
that gives Mr. Kremer confidence to report material and structure that remains 
intact from the original circa 1820s construction. Id. The Courthouse building 
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appears solid and stable with minimal evidence of age due to use or neglect. Mr. 
Kremer could find no obvious reason to demolish this structure. The original 
footprint and structure of the Oldham County Courthouse, circa 1820s to circa 
1875, can be easily identified and preserved, and can be maintained for continued 
use for many decades into the future. This structure is recognized as a symbol of 
Oldham County and stands as one of Kentucky's oldest courthouses. 

 
The KHC staff agrees. The Oldham County Courthouse building appears 

largely intact and structurally sound, relative to other well-preserved buildings of 
this age. Exhibit 1; KHC Letter. The building should require only minor 
maintenance and could be incorporated into an AOC upgrade just as has been 
done in previous modernizations several times over the last decades. Id. Several 
elements from the Courthouse constructed in 1828-1834 remain and were used or 
added onto during construction of the later brick building. Still, the architectural 
integrity and significance of the historic 1874-75 Courthouse make it notable in its 
own right and are exhibited in the careful preservation of the structure that has 
taken place to date and the great stewardship the county has demonstrated for 
more than a century. Id. 

 
Mr. Kremer also included a simple sketch that identifies a possible footprint 

for the re-development of this site to include the existing historic Courthouse into 
a new Courts Complex. This shows that additional options to re-develop the site 
are possible and should be explored before considering demolition of the historic 
Courthouse. Id.  

 
In sum, the reports and memorandum developed by the Kentucky Heritage 

Council, Studio Kremer, and KPFF all conclude that the historic courthouse is 
largely intact, structurally sound, and that the current configuration and site allows 
for additional options to re-develop the site to meet the needs of the County and 
courts.  
 

III. THE PDB FAILED TO CONSIDER MULTIPLE SITES. 
 
The PDB must “select a site that adequately supports the Project.” Kentucky 

Supreme Court Order 2014-17, page 59. “The PDB must discuss issues relating to 
site procurement at a public hearing.” Id., Page 60. “The PDB or the A-E will 
perform a preliminary assessment of any or all sites submitted at the public 
hearing.” Id., page 61.  This preliminary review must include: identification of sites, 
review of the asking price, and identification of any potential environmental or 
historical issues. Id. As part of the “Final Site Assessment”, the “PDB must 
determine and prioritize the most suitable and appropriate site(s). Upon 
prioritization, the PDB must execute a final site assessment of up to three (3) of the 
most suitable and appropriate sites in accordance with the following: 1. Site 
location/description of the site; 2. Size of site (length, width, area); 3. Current uses 
of property; 4. Owner(s); 5. Current uses/condition of adjacent properties; 6. 
Identified and suspected environmental concerns; 7. Historical concerns; 8. 
Demolition requirements; 9. Storm water issues; 10. Flood plain issues; 11. 
Existing utilities/services.” Id.  
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There is no evidence in the record that the PDB considered multiple sites. 

At the first PDB meeting, on December 7, 2018, the board immediately requested 
RFPs for architects for the existing courthouse site without ever considering 
another site. As such, the PDB never completed a Final Site Assessment and 
considered the eleven variables required by Supreme Court Order 2014-17, 
including historical concerns. Because of this failure to consider multiple sites and 
complete a proper site assessment, any action taken by the PDB is at risk of being 
invalidated by a Court. The AOC should require the PDB should restart the 
process, consider multiple sites, and provide a new proposed development plan to 
the Planning Commission or the La Grange Historic Districts Commission, as 
described below. 
 

IV. THE PDB FAILED TO ALLOW A “PUBLIC FACILITY” REVIEW 
 

The current and proposed courthouse is a “public facility.” A public facility 
is defined as “any use of land whether publicly or privately owned for 
transportation, utilities, or communications, or for the benefit of the general 
public, including but not limited to libraries, streets, schools, fire or police stations, 
county buildings, municipal buildings, recreational centers including parks, and 
cemeteries.” KRS 100.111(19). The Oldham County Comprehensive Zoning 
Ordinance (“Zoning Ordinance”), requires “Any proposal for acquisition or 
disposition of land for public facilities, or changes in the character, location, or 
extent of structures or land for public facilities, excluding state and federal 
highways and public utilities and common carriers by rail mentioned in this 
section, shall be referred to the commission to be reviewed in light of its agreement 
with the comprehensive plan, and the commission shall, within sixty (60) days from 
the date of its receipt, review the project and advise the referring body whether the 
project is in accordance with the comprehensive plan” Zoning Ordinance § 400. If 
the Planning Commission disapproves of the project, “it shall state the reasons for 
disapproval in writing and make suggestions for changes which will, in its opinion, 
better accomplish the objectives of the comprehensive plan.” Id.  

 
This public facility review has yet to be completed. Our clients are unaware 

of any Planning Commission review of the proposed demolition and new facility. 
The failure to comply with Zoning Ordinance § 400 and allow mandatory Planning 
Commission review constitutes arbitrary action. See also KRS 100.324(4); 
Hopkinsville-Christian Cty. Planning Comm'n v. Christian Cty. Bd. of Educ., 903 S.W.2d 
531, 533 (Ky. Ct. App. 1995); City of Worthington Hills v. Worthington Fire Prot. Dist., 
140 S.W.3d 584, 590 (Ky. Ct. App. 2004). KRS 100.361 also requires the PDB to 
send their plans to the relevant planning unit for review, which has not been 
completed. See OAG 19-018. 
  

V. LEGAL ISSUES: THE PDB FAILED TO CONDUCT A FEASIBILITY STUDY 

AND MEETING NOTICE WAS CONSTITUTIONALLY DEFECTIVE   
 

“If applicable, during this phase, the A-E will conduct a feasibility study on 
the potential renovation of the existing courthouse. The results must be presented 
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to the CSFC in accordance with Section 4-4 for approval to proceed with the 
renovation prior to entering Phase A-2.”  Kentucky Supreme Court Order 2014-17, 
Page 35. “The PDB may require its A-E to conduct a feasibility study to determine 
whether the interests of the Owner, the KCOJ, and the community would be better 
served by renovating and/or constructing an addition to the existing KCOJ 
facility.” Id. Page 59. No such feasibility study was completed to assess whether the 
existing Oldham County Historic Courthouse could be renovated. We believe this 
to be another case of error by the PDB.   
 
 In addition, the AOC does not require any constructive notice of PDB 
meeting other than posting on the courthouse. We believe this notice requirement 
is defective as a failure of procedural due process under Section 2 of the Kentucky 
Constitution and the Due Process Clause. 
 

VI. SHPO ASSISTANCE 
 

As indicated above, the KHC is the preeminent historic preservation entity 
in the Commonwealth. In dealing with county courthouses, some of the most 
historic and culturally significant structures in the state, the KHC should be 
involved in the PDB process. The current process allows no KHC involvement, and 
as such risks the demolition of a great number of Kentucky’s historic courthouses. 
That is a mistake given that each county courthouse has functioned for decades as 
the cultural and administrative hub of Kentucky Counties. Oldham County is no 
different; in fact, its age as the second oldest courthouse in Kentucky solidifies its 
important place in Oldham County history, during which it functioned to, among 
other things, house Union soldiers during the Civil War.  We request that the 
AOC take advantage of the resources already available, and that the SHPO, or a 
representative thereof, be appointed to each PDB (in an ex officio capacity) to avoid 
situations like those occurring in Oldham County. 
 

VII. ALTERNATIVE PROPOSALS AND ASSISTANCE 
 

Our clients are prepared to offer further expert assistance to preserve and 
restore the Oldham County Courthouse, including the experts already listed above 
and Deborah Berke of the Yale School of Architecture. We urge the AOC and the 
Oldham County PDB take advantage of this offer and allow the citizens of Oldham 
County to further explore the preservation and restoration of the historic 
courthouse. 
 

VIII. CONCLUSION 
 

Once the historic courthouse is demolished, it will be gone forever, and the 
PDB and the AOC will be responsible for that decision. The PDB has acted 
inconsistent with relevant federal, state, and local laws in its decision to demolish 
the Oldham County Courthouse. The facts are fundamentally clear that the 
courthouse has historic and structurally integrity, and could be easily and cost-
effectively integrated into a new courthouse complex or used for other reasons, as 
so many courthouses in Kentucky have been reused for art, cultural, or other 
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community purposes. This courthouse is the second oldest county courthouse in 
Kentucky and should not be destroyed.  

 
At minimum, the AOC and PDB should table any decisions until they 

comply with the legal issues set out in this memo and allow additional planning 
and review from experts provided by our clients and a proper review by relevant 
Oldham County Planning and Zoning entities. The AOC should also consider 
amending its regulations to allow KHC involvement in PDB decisions, avoiding 
situations like this in the future. Our clients are happy to assist in any way that 
would be helpful to the AOC and the PDB. 
 
 
 
      Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
      Randy Strobo 
      Clay Barkley 
      Strobo Barkley PLLC 
   
 
cc: Katie Shepherd, Chief of Staff and Counsel 
 Supreme Court of Kentucky    
 
 Laurie K. Dudgeon, Director 
 Kentucky Administrative Office of the Courts 

 
Jenny Lafferty, Office of Finance & Administration  
Kentucky Administrative Office of the Courts 
 
Danny Rhoades, Department of Facilities 

 Kentucky Administrative Office of the Courts 
 
 Craig Potts, Executive Director 

Kentucky Heritage Council 
 Kentucky State Historic Preservation Officer 
 
  
Enclosures 
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