












October 2023 

Columbia County Courthouse 

Historic Resource 
Review Narrative 
City of St. Helens 



Columbia County Courthouse – Bell Tower   Historic Resource Review Narrative 
 

P a g e  1 of 5 

 

 
Prepared on Behalf of: 

Columbia County 
230 Strand Street 

St. Helens, Oregon 97051 
 
 

Prepared for: 
City of St. Helens 

Planning Department 
265 Strand Street 

St. Helens, Oregon 97051 
 
 

Prepared by: 
SOLARC Architecture 

3115 NE Sandy Boulevard, Suite 224 
Portland, Oregon 97232 

  



Columbia County Courthouse – Bell Tower   Historic Resource Review Narrative 
 

P a g e  2 of 5 

 

 

Property Information 
 

Owner: 
 

 Columbia County, State of Oregon 

Site Address: 
 

 230 Strand Street 
St. Helens, Oregon 97051 
 

Taxlot No.: 
 

 4106-BA-07600 

Parcel No.: 
 

 00616266 

Zone: 
 

 RD (Riverfront District) 

Overlay District: 
 

 St. Helens Downtown Historic District (Secondary Significant, 
Designated Landmark) 
 

Subarea: 
 

 Plaza Subdistrict 

Lot Size: 
 

 Approx. 2.37 Acre (103,040 SF) 

Building Size: 
 

 Old Courthouse: 17,943 SF  
Courthouse Annex: 42,637 SF 
 

Project Description: 
 

 Seismic upgrade to the existing bell tower and exterior fire 
escape; along with the replacement of the bell tower 
platform railing. Scope of work includes construction of 
new seismic bracing interior to the bell tower attic, 
columns, and courthouse attic. 
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Narrative 
 
PURPOSE 
The purpose of this project is to seismically strengthen the bell tower and the existing fire escape of the 
original courthouse in downtown St. Helens. This will serve to prolong the life of the bell tower and 
provide a safe and functioning fire escape.  
 
PROVISIONS OF COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
The proposed project serves to prolong the life of a major feature (bell tower) of a designated landmark 
without impacting the goals and policies of the comprehensive plan in regard to the Public Lands zone.  
 
HISTORICAL USE 
We are not proposing to change the historical use of the property. 
 
HISTORICAL CHARACTER 
This project lends itself to the opportunity to change the bell tower’s railing to better match the original 
railing from 1906 and re-store the platform ceiling to its original condition. Historical photos are attached 
to this narrative for reference. The structural elements that will strengthen the bell tower will all be 
located within the envelope of the bell tower, columns, and courthouse attic. They will not be visible 
from the exterior.  
 
Additionally, we understand that the fire escape is not original to the courthouse, however, it is 
necessary to maintain a secondary emergency egress route. The fire escape is currently attached to the 
stone window sills at the platforms. Those sills have, over time, deteriorated to a point of needing 
replacement and have created an unsafe fire escape. The window sills will be replaced in-kind and the 
additional elements that will reinforce the fire escape will have a minimal visual impact.   
 
PHYSICAL RECORD OF TIME, PLACE, & USE 
We are proposing to restore the bell tower railing, columns, and deteriorated platform ceiling back to its 
original character. We are proposing to use modern materials (most likely fiber cement panels) for the 
columns wraps and ceiling that will have the same reveals and trim as in 1906 but will have a much 
longer life span than traditional wood panels. The new railing is proposed to be a mixture of wood for 
the rail and a composite material for the balustrades. All components are proposed to be painted white 
to match the historic photos and existing conditions.  
 
The proposed changes to the fire escape will be minimal and necessary for a safe functioning fire escape. 
The new elements will be painted black to match the rest of the fire escape. 
 
HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE 
We understand the historical significance of the courthouse and we are proposing structural upgrades 
that will extend the life of the bell tower for many years. As stated earlier, this upgrade will not be visible 
from the exterior, and this project lends itself to bringing the bell tower columns, railing, and platform 
ceiling back to it original character with modern materials. We are purposing to restore the bell tower 
platform to be historically accurate to the best of our knowledge. 
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DISTINCTIVE MATERIALS, FEATURES, FINISHES, AND CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES 
We are proposing a change to bring the bell tower railing, columns, and platform ceiling back to its 
original profile but will use modern materials painted white.  
 
RESTORATION OF DETERIORATED FEATURES 
The bell tower platform has deteriorated over time due to weather. The proposed project provides an 
opportunity to replace the platform columns, railing, and ceiling. We are proposing to replace these 
elements with modern materials and restore their original character.   
 
The existing stone window sills associated with the fire escape have deteriorated, as well, and need 
replacement to prevent water intrusion through cracks. We are, also, proposing to add steel elements to 
the fire escape to avoid attaching the fire escape to the window sills; this will serve to prevent future 
damage from weather cycling. 
 
CHEMICAL AND PHYSICAL TREATMENTS 
We are not proposing any chemical or physical treatments that would cause damage to historical 
materials.  
 
ARCHEOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
This project does not impact any archeological resources of this property.  
 
EXTERIOR ALTERATION 
The proposed alterations will not destroy historic materials, features, or spatial relationships that 
characterize the property. While we are proposing to include modern materials, they will be selected and 
implemented to restore the bell tower character rather than detract or continue to detract from the 
original courthouse.  
 
The added elements to the fire escape will allow the fire escape to be safe and properly function if the 
need to use it arises. The visual impact of these new elements will be very minimal and will not impact 
other features of the courthouse.  
 
IMPACT TO HISTORICAL INTEGRITY AND ESSENTIAL FORM 
We believe that the proposed bell tower project will have a positive effect on the courthouse by 
restoring the original character of the bell tower platform.  
 
The fire escape upgrade will be minimal and will not impact the historical integrity or essential form of 
the courthouse.  
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Attachments 
 
Attachment A – Historic Photos of Bell Tower 
 
Attachment B – Site Plan 
 
Attachment C – Architectural Plans 
 
Attachment D – Photos 
 
Attachment E – Egress Study 
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PHOTOS OF THE DETERIORATED BELL TOWER CEILING



PHOTOS OF THE DETERIORATED BELL TOWER COLUMNS & RAILING
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EGRESS STUDY
IN ORDER TO REMOVE THE EXTERNAL FIRE ESCAPE THE COURTROOM WILL NEED
TO COMPLY WITH THE BUILDING CODE FOR A SINGLE EGRESS SPACE. THIS WILL
REQUIRE THE SPACE TO HAVE AN OCCUPANT LOAD OF 49 PEOPLE OR LESS AND
THE SINGLE POINT OF EGRESS WITH A COMMON PATH OF TRAVEL OF 75'-0" OR
LESS.

FOR CALCULATING THE OCCUPANY LOAD THIS SPACE CAN FOLLOW THE FIXED
SEATING METHOD INSTEAD OF THE SQUARE FOOTAGE METHOD, BECAUSE THE
SPECTATOR AREA PEWS ARE FIXED TO THE FLOOR AND THE COURT AREAS
(JUDGE'S BENCH, JURY BOX, ETC...) ARE SPECIFIC DESIGNATED AREAS.

BUILDING CODE ANALYSIS

2022 OREGON STRUCTURAL SPECIALTY CODE

CHAPTER 10: MEANS OF EGRESS

1004.6 FIXED SEATING
FOR AREAS HAVING FIXED SEATS, THE OCCUPANT LOAD SHALL BE DETERMINED BY
THE NUMBER OF FIXED SEATING. THE OCCUPANT LOAD FOR AREAS IN WHICH
FIXED SEATING IS NOT INSTALLED SHALL BE DETERMINED IN ACCORDANCE WITH
THE FLOOR AREA CALCULATION METHOD (SECTION 1004.5) AND ADDED TO THE
NUMBER OF FIXED SEATS.

FOR AREAS HAVING FIXED SEATING WITHOUT DIVIDING ARMS, THE OCCUPANT
LOAD SHALL BE NOT LESS THAN THE NUMBER OF SEATS BASED ON ONE PERSON
FOR EACH 18 INCHES OF SEATING LENGTH.

1006.2.1 SPACES WITH ONE EXIT OR EXIT ACCESS DOORWAY
OCCUPANCY MAX OCC LOAD OF SPACE     MAXIMUM COMMON PATH OF TRAVEL
ASSEMBLY 49 OCCUPANTS     75'-0" (WITH SPRINKLER SYSTEM)

CURRENT COURTROOM
FIXED SEATING
JURY BOX: 12
WITNESS SEAT:   1
JUDGE'S BENCH:   1
COURT REPORTER:   1
CLERK STATION:   1
LITIGATION AREA:   4
SPECTATOR AREA: 36
TOTAL: 56 (OVER THE 49 OCCUPANT LOAD)

JURY ROOM IS EXCLUDED FROM THE COUNT ABOVE AS THE JURORS ARE
ACCOUNTED FOR WITH THE JURY BOX.

COMMON PATH OF TRAVEL
64'-1" OR LESS (UNDER THE MAXIMUM DISTANCE)

CURRENT COURTROOM LAYOUT


	1
	1HRR Package Combined - Revised (New).pdf
	Narrative - R1.pdf
	Attachment B - Site Plan.pdf
	Sheets and Views
	Layout1


	Attachment A - Historic Photos.pdf
	Attachment C - Arch Plans.pdf
	Sheets and Views
	Layout1


	Attachment D - Photos.pdf
	Attachemnt E - Egress Study.pdf
	Sheets and Views
	Layout1




