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S-_C. State House, 102 Years
Old, May Get That Permanent
Dome Yet!
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Civil War, Fraud, Poverty
Mark History Of Capitol
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active superintendent of
the work at a total salary
of $2,000.
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By MAC FULLER
Tkc ObMrrcr BnrtM

COLUMBIA, S. C. The ghosts of thousands who toiled long to fit massive blocks of
granite into the shape of South Carolina's imposing State House may find their sleep eas
ier this year.
Their work began 102 years ago and has never been completed.
Haunting the history of their handiwork are mishaps, scandalous misappropriations
of money, dereliction by contractors and architects, and the financial blow of the War
Between the States.
Through the years, tourists have showed more interest in the historic structure than
has the state. The building has suffered seriously from lack of care and financial atten
tion although it represents $3,500.000 in 19th century economy.
. The building today is a fire trap, called so by the City Fire Department, and its
dome a "temporary" one put on in 1899 is structurally unsafe.
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He Believed

Plans Burned

Looking back to 1856,
the architect was perhaps
the most misguided opti
mist in the state's history:
He proposed to complete
the structure in five years!

Niernsee was not so for
tunate. His entire library,
drawings and models were
"utterly swept away dur
ing that terrible night" of
February 16, 1865 when
Columbia was burned.
Sherman's artillery had
played on the city all that
day, using the new Capitol
as a registration point.
Six shots hit the western
and southern walls and the
marks remain today.
With the burning of Co
lumbia, all work ceased on
the building and in 1866
the Legislature once again
turned its attention to the
State House, authorizing
funds for a tin roof and
for shutters to protect the
interior.

He could hardly have
foreseen the complications
of a war, destruction and
dereliction of the future
which would find his be
loved Capitol in 1958 still
incompleted with even its
dome in precarious condi
tion and in need of major
repairs.
From the beginning In
1856, however, the work
progressed well until la
1860 the building had
risen nearly 66 feet
above the foundation and
the columns of "unequal
led'1 style were finished.
But came the war.
Work faltered for lack
of man power, although
slaves continued to mine
the granite quarries and
contractors agreed to cut
the columns and quarry
the stone until enough was
moved to the site to finish
the structure.
In 1863, with consider
able foresight, records
were moved from the old
wooden Capitol adjacent to
the new one into new
vaults.
These invaluable docu
ments of South Carolina's
early history escaped the
cutting fires set by Gen. W.
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Squandering
With the c o m i n * to
power of the carpetbag
government in 1868, rec
ords on the work done
ceased to be reliable.

The darkest hour in the
state's history ensued and
although the "govern
ment" issued vast amounts
of bonds, the Legislature
squandered public funds
on such things as brass
spittoons.
With the ending of the
Reconstruction Legislature
in 1877, the completion of
the State House became a
bitter political issue in

every campaign lor 20
years.
Niernsee was again en
gaged as the architect in
1885, but he died the same
year.
He was succeeded by his
former assistant, and in
1888, by his son.
The younger Niernsee
did not follow through with
his father's plans exactly.
Probably because he
realized that the war-poor
state would not provide the
money.
By 1899, a tin roof on
the building leaked badly
and the state hired an un
qualified architect, Frank
P. MUburn, to replace It
and to erect a dome.
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Sued By State
Milburn and his con
tractors were later ac
cused of perpetrating "
miserable fraud'* and
were sued by the state. A
mistrial resulted and the
case was never prosecut
ed again.

A joint legislative com
mittee characterized the
dome as "infamous*, no ug
lier creation could be de
vised." The cost of it and
the other work was $175,000.
In 1904, South Carolina
called on Charles Wilson, a
Columbia architect.
He made several im
provements, added equip
ment and designed and su
pervised the front terrac
ing and steps.
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The cost then was $100,000.
That was the last major
work on the building.
In recent years, the firm
of Hopkins, Baker and Gill,
Florence architects, drew
plans and sketches for the
completion of the Capitol.
These plans have been un
der study by a special com
mission of the General As
sembly for several years.
The building stands to
day as an unfinished
monument to its origin
al designer.

John R. Niernsee was
buried only blocks away
from the Capitol of his
adopted state for which he
was willing to devote 33
years of his life and to
make a large financial sacnfice.
This year, perhaps, his
cause will not remain another lost one.
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THIS 1860 SKETCH of the South Carolina Capitol appeared in Harper's Magazine,
credited to "an official source*'. Historians believe it is the plan designed by John
R. Niernsee, original architect, whose papers were destroyed when Sherman burned
Columbia during the CivU War. Sketch is from files of the S. C. Department of Archives.

THE CAPITOL TODAY as it stands
In Columbia is substantially the
one designed by John R. Niernsee
in 1855 with the exception of the
dome. It was erected in 1899 as a
temporary fixture.
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Dome And Wings
THIS IS ONE ARCHITECT'S IDEA of how the 102year-old South Carolina Capitol would look with a
permanent dome and wings attached to eastern and
western ends of the existing building. The sketch
was furnished by the S. C. Department of Archives.
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