
MARYLAND HISTORICAL TRUST CONTINUATION SHEET 
U.S. 301 SOUTH CORRIDOR TRANSPORTATION STUDY 

Property Address 200 Charles Street. La Plata. Charles County 

Property Name: Old Brick Jail 
Survey No.: CH-178 (PACS C115) 

Owner Name/Address County of Charles, P.O. Box B. La Plata. MD 20646 
Year Built 1896 

Description: 

The Old Brick Jail was previously surveyed by the Maryland Historical Trust; the date of the survey is unknown. Since the 
time of the previous survey, the property has received a new standing seam metal roof. There have been no other changes 
to the property. 

National Register Evaluation: 

The Old Brick Jail, constructed in 1896, was previously surveyed by the Maryland Historical Trust. The Old Brick Jail is 
eligible for the National Register under Criterion C, as an example of a late nineteenth century municipal building, used as 
a jail, and as an office and residence for the jailer. The jail was built as an associated building for the courthouse and it has 
not been significantly altered. The west addition has not had a significant impact on the form and massing of the original 
design. The jail is one of the few extant examples of early buildings in downtown La Plata. The property is not eligible under 
Criterion A, as research conducted indicates no association with any historic events or trends significant in the development 
of national, state or local history. Historic research indicates that the property has no association with persons who have 
made specific contributions to history, and therefore, it does not meet Criterion B. Finally, the structure has no known 
potential to yield important information, and therefore, is not eligible under Criterion D. 

Verbal Boundary Description and Justification: 

The National Register boundaries of the Old Brick Jail follow the current property lines of 200 Charles Street (Charles County 
Tax Maps 112 and 113, Parcel 94). This 0.4 hectare (1 acre) parcel is bounded on the north by Baltimore Street, on the east 
by Washington Avenue, on the south by Charles Street, and on the west by Church Street. The boundary includes the jail 
and the courthouse and courthouse west wing, which do not contribute to the significance of the property. The parcel is the 
lot associated with the first courthouse and jail in La Plata. 

MHT CONCURRENCE: 
Eligibility _x_recommended __ not recommended 
Criteria __ A __ B _x__ C __ D Considerations __ A __ B __ c __ D __ E __ F __ G __ None 
Comments: ________________________________________ 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OFUGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Old Jail is located on the west side of Washington Avenue, on the 
northeast corner of the Charles County Courthouse grounds, approxi
mately one hundred yards north of the intersection of Charles Street 
and Washington Avenue in La Plata, Maryland. 

Built circa 1896 as a companion to the Victorian-style county court
house constructed in the same year but later rebuilt in the Colonial 
style, the Jail is of common bond brick construction, two stories in 
height beneath a mansard roof. 

The building faces south and is three bays wide on both stories with 
the main entrance in the center first floor bay. On the rear or 
north side there are four windows, two on each story. Originally, 
a chimney separated the two windows on each floor. Although the 
chimney was removed at a later date, its outline is easily discernable 
in the brickwork of this elevation. On the east end are four windows 
flanking a slightly projecting narrow chimney that rises to a heavily 
corbeled cap. This same arrangement was repeated on the west end 
where all original first floor features are concealed by a one-story, 
one-bay, flat-roofed brick addition built against this elevation 
circa 1954. An outside, wood framed stair rises along the west end 
of the addition, providing access to the second floor of the earlier 
building. Entrance to the second floor is gained through a former 
window opening enlarged to accommodate a door. On all elevations of 
the earlier structure, the openings are headed by segmental arches 
composed of double courses of header brick. The windows, once covered 
by iron grilles, have six-over-six sash and cut stone sills. 

The roof of the jail is framed with metal girders that once supported 
slate shingles. The earlier roof covering was removed several de
cades ago and the roof re-sheathed with tin. The eave cornice, ex
tending around all four sides of the building, is of wood. 

While the exterior plan of the Old Jail is of interest for its sim
plicity and the symmetrical arrangement of its components, the more 
intriguing features of its design are found on the interior. 

Built as a jail, where the secure holding of prisoners was the most 
important consideration, it was constructed with concrete floors and 
brick partition walls. The first floor is divided into four small 
rooms with plastered walls. The ceiling is unquestionably the most 
interesting feature of this floor. Metal tie beams, spaced about six 
feet apart and extending from front to back, support the concrete 
floor between the two levels. The spaces between the tie beams are 
arched and plastered, creating a series of vaults in each room. In
cluded among the changes which have occurred at this level are the 
removal of the window grilles, the introduction of pipes for hot 

See continuation sheet fl 
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water heating, the removal of the original stair which rose along the 
west wall of the southwest room, and the introduction of a small bath
room in the southeast room. The three principal rooms are now used as 
offices, as is the single room contained in the circa 1954 west addi
tion. 

On the second floor level, now only accessible via an outside stair 
and used for storage, is one large room. It formerly contained a 
number of small iron grilled cells, the fasteners for which are still 
in evidence. As mentioned above, the floor is of solid concrete. The 
roof girders are seated on top of the plastered brick walls which rise 
to a height just above the windows. Above the brick walls the wall 
area tapers inward, following the rise of the girders to a ceiling that 
is level with the crown of the roof. Like the first floor ceiling, the 
girders are plastered with the wall surface curving inward between each, 
providing a rather unusual undulating effect. The manner in which 
the bases of the girders are secured to the top of the walls is as yet 
unknown. However, iron rods running from front to back and linked to 
the inside faces of two pairs of girders just above the top of the 
walls undoubtedly serve to reinforce the girders, securing them in 
place. 
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The Old Jail, built when the location of the county seat was trans
ferred from Port Tobacco to La Plata at the end of the nineteenth 
century, is the last county building remaining to conunemorate that 
event. It thus becomes Charles Countyts most historic surviving 
public building. 

The present town of La Plata, founded on lands owned by the then promi
nent Chapman family and called "Le Plateau," traces its birth to the 
arrival of the railroad in Charles County in 1872. 

Among the many scheduled stops between Washington, D.C. and the Popes 
Creek terminus of this particular route was La Plata Station, located 
three and one-half miles north of the then county seat of Port Tobacco. 
By 1873 the Pennsylvania Railroad had constructed here a combined 
warehouse and passenger station, spawning the establishment of several 
stores and private residences. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, Charles County had suffered numerous 
economic setbacks, one of the most far reaching being the Civil War 
and the end of slavery! 

Once the hub of county life, the county seat of Port Tobacco, beset 
by financial difficulty and ever increasing social decay, became 
less and less desirable as a county seat. This situation was rein
forced when the railroad succeeded river transportation as a cheaper 
and easier means of transporting conunercial goods. 

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, change was in the air 
and the suggested move of the county seat to a more convenient and 
economically viable location became a hotly contested issue. La Plata, 
by the 1880\s a bustling, quickly growing conununity, was favored by 
many to assume th!s position, In 1892 the courthouse at Port Tobacco 
mysteriously burned and in 1895 the countians voted to relocate the 
county's seat of government to La Plata, .. 

Construction of the new courthouse, a large Victorian structure 
designed by Joseph c. Johnson and built by James Haislip, began in 
ltJ96. It is probable, though not definitely known, that the jail 
was built at or about this same time. 

See Continuation Sheet 12 
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Despite its solid brick walls, concrete floors and steel framed roof, 
the jail was condemned by the County Commissioners in 1916. A new 
jail, still existing, was built and the old one was ordered to be 
sold to the highest bidder with t:teprovision that the purchaser tear 
it down. There were, however, no bidders and the jail stood empty 
and unused for several years. 

In 1922 the Federation of Rural Women's Clubs in Charles County ini
tiated a movement for the establishment of a public library. In 1923 
the County Commissioners appropriated $1,621.00 to make essential im
provements and repairs to the Old Jail, among them the introduction 
of a steam line from the Courthouse furnace to provide heat. From 
1923 until 1929 the library was located on the first floor of the 
building and the office of the County Agent on the second. In 1929, 
however, due to a lack of public interest, the library closed. In 
1945 the library was re-established under a County Library law brought 
into being largely through the efforts of P. D. Brown, a former 
County Agent. The library reopened in the Old Jail and remained 
there until it moved into the newly built south wing of the court
house in 1954. Shortly afterwards the Jail became the headquarters 
of the Children's Aid Society of Charles County who maintain office 
and storage facilities there today. 

It is readily evident that the history of the Old Jail is closely 
intertwined with that of La Plata. Unlike its companion, the 1896 
courthouse, now completely rebuilt in the Colonial style, the Old 
Jail remains largely unaltered. Architecturally, it is truly an 
intriguing building. Although from the exterior a fairly simple 
structure, the vaulted ceilings of the first floor and the undulating 
wall surf ace covering the steel supports of the roof on the second 
floor make it an unusual building. In this region, where no buildings 
of this date or comparable architecture exist, it enjoys the distinc
tion of being completely unique. 
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