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McLennan County has had four Courthouses. Two of those were on the old town square.  The 
other two, including the current one, were not.  
 
The first McLennan County Courthouse, built in 1852, was located on the Waco City Square. It 
was a two-story log cabin. It was on the southwest corner of the Square, at South Third Street. 

(Continued on next page.) 
 

The Four McLennan County Courthouses 
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The first McLennan County Courthouse: 1852-1858 (above).  The second McLennan County 
Courthouse: 1858-1877 (below). Both of these courthouses were on the old Waco Square.   

Both of these photos are from The Texas Collection, Baylor University. 
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The second McLennan County Courthouse was built in 1858 and was located in the middle of 
the Waco City Square. It was a two-story brick structure.  

 
 
 
The third McLennan County 
Courthouse was built in 1877 on the 
corner of Second Street and Franklin 
Avenue. It was three-stories tall, with 
a clock tower. The growing McLennan 
County had outgrown this building by 
the 1890s, and they also expanded 
into office space in the Provident 
Building, which was located at Fourth 
and Franklin. In the early 1900s, it was 
sold to the Crow Brothers and became 
Crow Brothers Laundry.  
 
 
 
 
 

The fourth and current McLennan County Courthouse was completed in 1902. It is located on 
Washington Avenue, between Fifth and Sixth Streets. 

 
The fourth and current McLennan County Courthouse. Photo by Fred Gildersleeve. 
From The Gildersleeve-Conger Collection, The Texas Collection, Baylor University. 

 
The third McLennan County Courthouse 

(1877-1902) 
Photo from The Texas Collection, Baylor University. 
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Ruth McKinney Smith (1914-1979), was a Waco artist who created a series of paintings that 
tell the story of Waco’s history.  She began these paintings in 1966 and in 1971, they were 
installed in the McLennan County Courthouse. Ruth was married to Waco attorney Carlton 
Smith (1902-1981).  They are both buried in Rosemound Cemetery in Waco. The article below, 
tells more of her story.  Her sixteen paintings are on the following pages, with photo 
descriptions written by her. 
 

 
The Waco Tribune Herald, November 25, 1973 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The History of Waco in Paintings…at the Courthhouse! 
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Left: No. 1 of 16-WACO INDIAN VILLAGE: The Waco Indians, related to the Wichita tribes, lived in 
woven and thatched huts near the big spring on the Brazos. They farmed the land, raising melons, corn, 
squash, beans and peaches. The hunted the wild game including buffalo that abounded in the beautiful 
scenic area. Disease so weakened the tribe that it was driven from the site in 1837 by an angry band of 
Cherokees. Waco Village became a "no-man's land" until 1849 when George Erath and Shapley Ross led 
the first Anglo settlers to occupy the ground. 
Right: No. 2 of 16-INDIAN TRADERS: This painting portrays, at top, the Spanish explorers trading with 
the Indians; and then, the French traders who explored the area. Torrey's Trading House, in the 
foreground, was established by George Barnard while Texas was a Republic. It was located on the bluff 
overlooking Trading House Creek about eight miles south of the Waco Indian Village site. Barnard traded 
with the Indians of many tribes for the hides of wild game, supplying them with tobacco, gun-powder, 
bullet molds, colored beads and other items. 
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Left: No. 3 of 16-FIRST SETTLERS: Fort Fisher, seen in the distance, was a temporary Texas Ranger 
station established in 1837 at the deserted Waco Indian Village and abandoned a few weeks later as it 
was too far from the other settlements. One of the Rangers, George Erath, returned to the site in 1839 
with his friend, Neil McLennan, Sr. McLennan built his home on the South Bosque River in 1845. The 
painting shows a typical log cabin on washday with the whole family helping. An ox wagon is fording a 
creek with scouts keeping a lookout for Indian marauders. 
Right: No. 4 of 16-EARLY WACO: Many covered wagons followed the first settlers on the Brazos, 
bringing their families to the new "land of promise". Waco Village was surveyed by Erath in 1849. 
McLennan County was organized in 1850 and Waco became the county seat. Log homes were erected, 
schools and churches were organized in log buildings, and businesses were established. Shapley P. Ross 
operated a crude ferry across the Brazos and was the owner of the first hotel, also built of logs. Soon 
stagecoaches were making regular stops in Waco. 
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Left: No.5 of 16-THE WAR BETWEEN THE STATES: McLennan County became a center for the 
secessionist movement, with more than 2.000 men enlisting and training, some coming from 
surrounding counties. Machinery for a cotton mill was smuggled through the Federal blockade from 
England through Mexico and into Waco where material for uniforms for the Confederate army was 
made. Businesses were closed, farm production dropped, and many families became destitute. When 
the men returned, they were plagued by carpetbaggers from the North who seized control of the 
government and economy for a time. 
Right: No. 6 of 16-QUEEN OF THE BRAZOS, 1870-1875: Waco experienced new prosperity after the 
Suspension Bridge opened in the early 1870s. It was privately financed and took toll from travelers 
crossing it. In 1872, The Waco Tap Railroad was completed into Waco from Houston. Many fine homes 
were being constructed of Waco-made pink brick. Waco University (later Baylor University) had been 
established on Fifth and Clay and the Methodists had organized Waco Female College in a large building 
at Fourth and Webster. The McLennan County Court House on Franklin was built of brick as were many 
of the businesses around the Square. 
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Left: No. 7 of 16-CATTLE TRAILS AND EARLY FARMING: Longhorn cattle drives came through Waco and 
McLennan County in the early years enroute to railroad centers in the Midwest. The farm scene is 
typical of the settlers' barns, lots, milk cows, and chickens. Plowing was done first with a walking plow 
and mules. Barbed wire fences became popular after they were introduced about 1875. Water was 
hand-drawn from wells until windmills became popular. Mail boxes were added after the Rural Free 
Delivery was inaugurated in 1896. Corn in shocks and pumpkins represent the abundance of crops. 
Right: No. 8 of 16-KING COTTON: The black land in McLennan County was especially suited for 
cultivation of cotton and Waco became an important inland cotton market. From the late Nineteenth 
Century until about 1930, cotton was the largest single factor in the economy of the county. The 
painting shows cotton being picked and carried to the wagon and weighed. A wagon loaded with a bale 
of cotton is going to the gin. In the next section is a typical cotton gin, similar to the 74 that once 
flourished in the county. At the gin, the cotton was weighed in the wagon and again in the bale. The 
third section shows a cotton mill built during the Civil War. At the top is the mail building of the Cotton 
Palace in Waco, once the largest exposition in the Southwest. 
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Left: No. 9 of 16-ATHENS OF TEXAS: Because of the early interest in education and culture, Waco 
became known as the Athens of Texas. This picture depicts early schools and opera houses. From the 
top down, and from left to right: Burleson Hall and Old Main of Baylor University (1866); an early Baylor 
and TCU "bus"; Add-Ran College (1896), first called TCU in 1902 and burned in 1910; Paul Quinn (1872); 
St. Basil's College(1899); Central High School, later Central Grammar School (1887); Early East Waco 
School (about 1885); Sacred Heart Academy (1873); Garland Opera House (about 1880); Auditorium 
(1899); and a horse drawn trolley. 
Right: No. 10 of 16-SIX SHOOTER JUNCTION: Because of several duels and murders in the early frontier 
town, Waco acquired the dubious title of "Six Shooter Junction". This painting depicts the several Courts 
buildings and street scenes. From the top down and from left to right: The famous staged Katy train 
wreck (1896); Waco City Hall (1888); Hanging Tree with noose McLennan County Court House (1877); 
Federal Building and Post Office (1885); Cotton Belt Depot with train in station ; One of several duels 
fought on streets of Waco; the West side of the Square, south of Austin Avenue with The Bismarck 
Saloon, The First National Bank, Saddle and Harness Store, a Drug Store and an early Masonic Building 
which burned in 1909, The first lodge, No. 92, was organized in Waco in 1852. 
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Left: No. 11 of 16-GEYSER CITY: Because of flowing artesian wells discovered in 1889, Waco became 
known as Geyser City and had dreams of becoming a health resort. The painting depicts, from the top 
down: The Methodist Home Dormitory building (1899); Cameron Park Entrance (dedicated 1910); 
Artesian wells: Natatorium Hotel (built around 1900, burned in 1929); Providence Hospital (1905); A 
street car; Amicable Building under construction in 1910; Waco Public Library (1904); Navigator Baseball 
team at Katy Park; McLennan County Court House (1902); and the Iron Bridge (1902). 
Right: No, 12 of 16-WORLD WAR I: Rich Field Airport, located in the vicinity of the present Richfield High 
School, is depicted with three hangars and two planes. Camp MacArthur was located in North Waco and 
included 1126 buildings costing $ 1, 250,000. There were 40,000 men stationed in Waco at one time. 
Some officers and a soldier art shown on the painting and a Red Cross Nurse and an ambulance. 
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Left: No. 13 of 16-THE HEART OF TEXAS (1920-1940): The first Lake Waco was built in 1930, providing 
city water and recreation. The Cement plant was located in Waco in 1928, and the Veteran's 
Administration Hospital came in 1932. Waco High School, built in 1911, won four statewide football 
championships between 1920 and 1940. Hillcrest Hospital (1921) was first called Central Texas Baptist 
Hospital. The Post Office and Federal Building was built in 1936 and the Waco City Hall in 1930. Carroll 
Field, home of the champion Baylor Bears, was on South Fifth Street at the site now occupied by the 
Baylor Student Union Building. 
Right: Number 14 of 16-WORLD WAR II, KOREA, VIET NAM: The painting shows the Administration 
building of Connally Air Force Base, now the site of Texas State Technical Institute (NOTE: Present-day 
TSTC); offices of 12th Air Force at 25th and Windsor; some cadets from Connally AFB; and barracks, 
flight tower and an Army Trainer plane at Blackland Army Air Base, which was located at the site of the 
present Waco Airport. 
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Left: No. 15 of 16-THE TORNADO: Disaster struck Waco on May 11, 1953 at 4:40pm killing 114 persons 
and destroying property valued at 57 million dollars. The painting shows the tornado as it might have 
looked at Fifth and Austin with the Amicable Building swaying and the Dennis Building falling to 
shambles. The lower third of the painting represents the rebuilding of Waco. 
Right: No. 16 of 16-A NEW ERA: From Lawson Point in Cameron Park we see the Waco skyline 
representing business, industry and rebuilding of downtown Waco. The bridge across the Brazos 
represents new highways and bridges. The buildings shown include the new Providence Hospital 
Building, Hillcrest Hospital, Flight Tower at Texas State Technical Institute, Pat Neff Hall at Baylor, Main 
Building at Paul Quinn, and the Administration Building at McLennan Community College. The 
representative church spires are Temple Rodef Shalom, St. Louis Catholic, Columbus Avenue Baptist, St. 
Paul's Episcopal and the Chapel at Methodist Home. In the foreground is shown the New Fort Fisher, 
Ranger headquarters and museum and tourist center. 


