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Welcome to the Lewis F. Powell, Jr. U.S. 
Courthouse, headquarters of the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit. The original 
structure was completed in ʰʷʴʷ as a U.S. 
customhouse, post oʢce, and courthouse, the 
building is the oldest U.S. courthouse in the 
federal governmentôs inventory. Its 
monumental scale, imposing Italianate 
architecture, and location across from the 
grounds of the Virginia State Capitol make it a 
ýtting setting for the important decisions 
made inside its walls for the past ʰʵʯ years. 

Today, the Powell Courthouse and Annex 
function as modern buildings housing the 
Fourth Circuit and other important 
government agencies. The Courthouse has 
been listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places since ʰʸʵʸ and is signiýcant 
for its architecture and its role in local, state, 
and national history. 

To arrange for a guided tour, please call (ʷʯʳ) 
ʸʰʵ-ʱʶʯʯ or email tours@caʳ.uscourts.gov. 

Welcome to the 
Powell Courthouse & 
the Fourth Circuit 

Cover: Lewis F. Powell, Jr. U.S. Courthouse with the 
Richmond skyline, April ʱʸ, ʱʯʰʴ. Acroterion CC RY-SA ʲ.ʯ. 

Below: View from the southwest corner of ʰʰth and Main St., 
ʱʯʯʸ. Beyer Blinder Belle Architects & Planners. 
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 y
The Fourth Circuit hears appeals 
from the nine federal district 
courts of Maryland, Virginia, 
West Virginia, North Carolina, 

and South Carolina. 

ʰʷʸh 
The Judiciary Act of ʰʷʸʰ, 
commonly known as the Evarts 
Act, established the structure of 
the federal appellate courts we 

have today. 

ʯ.ʰ% 
The U.S. Supreme Court hears 
less than ʯ.ʰ percent of cases 
originating from the Fourth 
Circuit, making it the court of 
last resort for most cases it hears. 

ʰɹ 
There are currently ʰʴ Fourth 
Circuit judgeships authorized by 
Congress. Judges are nominated  
by the president, conýrmed by 

the Senate. 

 ɻ
There are six courtrooms in the 
Powell Courthouse ð all 

conveniently identiýed by carpet 
color. The Red, Blue, and Gold 
courtrooms are the oldest. 

ʰʯɻ 
The Powell Courthouse has 
served as a courthouse for over 
ʰʵʯ years, and is the oldest 
federal courthouse currently in 

use. 

By the Numbers 

ʰy ʱy 
The Modernist Art Deco Annex, 
designed in ʰʸʱʸ, contrasts 
sharply with the continuity of 
design and revivalist style of the 

Powell Courthouse. 

$h  ̱
Richmond collected $ʰ million 
in customs revenue during ʰʸʰʲ, 
more than double any other port 
in the state. The pattern 
continued throughout WWI. 

$ʰʯʯ̀ 
In ʰʷʴʱ, Congress appropriated 
$ʰʯʯ,ʯʯʯ for this, the ýrst 
federal building in Richmond. 
That is equivalent to around 
$ʲ.ʴ million today. 

ʳ̀ 
Around ʳ,ʯʯʯ new cases are ýled 
in the Fourth Circuit each year. 
Of those, the Court hears oral 
argument in about ʲʴʯ cases.  



The Fourth 
Circuit Court of 
Appeals Today 

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit is 
one of ʰʲ appellate courts within the federal judicial 
system. It hears appeals from the nine federal district 
courts of Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, North 
Carolina, and South Carolina and from federal 
administrative agencies. 

The appellate courts do not retry cases or hear new 
evidence. They do not hear witnesses testify. There is 
no jury. Appellate courts review the procedures and 
the decisions in the trial court to make sure that the 

proceedings were fair and that the proper law was 
applied correctly. Because the Supreme Court reviews 
only a small percentage of the cases it is asked to 
review, the appellate courts are the court of last resort 
for the great majority of cases in the federal system. 

Today, the Fourth Circuit is allotted ʰʴ active 
judgeships. Appellate judges are nominated by the 
president, conýrmed by the Senate, and serve for life. 
Judges may retire from active service but still sit on 
the court as senior judges with a reduced caseload. 



The federal bench in the Fourth Circuit has included 
former state court judges and justices, governors, 
legislators, and members of Congress. In ʰʸʴʵ, 
President Eisenhower appointed Simon E. Sobeloʡ, 
the ýrst Jewish American to serve on the court. He was 
Eisenhowerôs Solicitor General from ʰʸʴʳ to ʰʸʴʵ. 

The ýrst woman to sit on the court was Karen J. 
Williams, appointed by President George H.W. Bush 
in ʰʸʸʱ. She was joined in ʰʸʸʲ by Diana Gribbon 
Motz, appointed by President Clinton. Roger L. 
Gregory, the ýrst Black judge to serve, received a recess 
appointment from President Clinton in ʱʯʯʯ and was 
nominated for the same position by President George 
W. Bush in ʱʯʯʰ. In ʱʯʯʲ, Bush appointed Allyson K. 
Duncan, the ýrst Black woman to serve. Albert Diaz, 
the ýrst Hispanic to sit on the court, was appointed by 
President Obama in ʱʯʯʸ. 

The present-day Fourth Circuit has addressed such 
complex and divisive issues as the rights of enemy 
combatants after the ʸ/ʰʰ terrorist attacks, the civil 
rights of transgender students in public schools, 
immigration, government surveillance, congressional 
deference to administrative agencies, and public 
corruption. 

Diversity on the Bench 

Above: Court portrait, ʱʯʰʷ. 
Chief Judge Gregory (seated at 
center), Judge Duncan (seated 
far right), and Judge Diaz 
(standing second from left) all 
represent diversity ýrsts on the 
Fourth Circuit. Judge Motz is 
standing at center. 

Left: Court portrait, ʰʸʶʲ. 
Judge Sobeloʡ (seated far left), 
the ýrst Jewish-American 
judge on the court, was the son 
of Russian immigrants who 
settled in East Baltimore. 
Dementi-Foster Studios. 

Major Decisions 



For over two centuries, the U.S. courts in Virginia have 
been called upon to resolve the most signiýcant legal, 
political, and social problems of the day. The federal 
judicial presence in Virginia began in ʰʶʷʸ with the 
organization of the district and circuit courts, which 
initially met in Charlottesville, Richmond, and 
Williamsburg. 

Richmond has been a meeting place for the U.S. 
district and circuit courts in Virginia ever since, except 
for a brief interruption during the Civil War. Both the 
U.S. district and circuit courts met in this courthouse 
from ʰʷʴʷ until ʱʯʯʷ, when the district court moved 
into the new Spottswood W. Robinson III and Robert 
R. Merhige, Jr, U.S. Courthouse located in the ʶʯʯ 
block of E. Broad Street. 

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit was 
constituted in its contemporary form by the Judiciary 
Act of ʰʷʸʰ. The legislation established nine courts of 
appeals, one for each judicial circuit at the time. This 
act and later statutes gave the U.S. circuit courts of 
appeals jurisdiction over most appeals from the U.S. 
district courts and some petitions for review from 
federal agency decisions. This reorganization sharply 
limited the categories of cases that could be routinely 
appealed directly to the Supreme Court. 

Above: U.S. Circuit Court for the District of Virginia, in session 
in the Virginia Capitol, June ʰ, ʰʶʸʶ, with U.S. Supreme Court 
Justice James Iredell presiding (far right). Federal courts met 
in various rooms of the Virginia Capitol from the ʰʶʸʯs until 
the ʰʷʱʯs. When Aaron Burr stood trial for treason in circuit 
court in ʰʷʯʶ, the event took place in the Old House Chamber. 
B.H. Latrobe Sketchbook, Maryland Historical Society.  

Left: Draft rules for the Fourth Circuit, ʰʷʸʰ. The new circuit 
courts of appeal were the first federal courts designed exclusively 
to hear cases on appeal from trial courts. The original circuit 
courts served both trial and appellate functions from ʰʶʷʸ to 
ʰʷʸʰ, and continued to serve as trials courts from ʰʷʸʰ until 
ʰʸʰʰ, when they were abolished. Fourth Circuit Archives. 

History of the U.S. Courts in 
Richmond 



Hugh Lennox Bond was appointed to the U.S. Circuit 
Courts for the Fourth Circuit ð the predecessor to a 
present-day U.S. district court ð in ʰʷʶʯ by President 
Grant. On June ʰʵ, ʰʷʸʰ, Judge Bond was assigned as 
the ýrst judge to sit on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Fourth Circuit. 

Nathan Goʡ joined Judge Bond on March ʰʶ, ʰʷʸʱ. 
Judge Goʡ was appointed by President Harrison to a 
new seat created by the Judiciary Act of ʰʷʸʰ. Over fifty 
judges have since served on the Fourth Circuit. Judges 
appointed to the U.S. circuit courts of appeal continued 
to also be appointed to U.S. circuit courts until January 
ʰ, ʰʸʰʱ, when the circuit courts were abolished 
according to the terms of the Judicial Code of ʰʸʰʰ. 

Far right: Judge Bondôs portrait hangs in the Tweed Courtroom. Judge 
Bond was the ýrst judge to sit on the Fourth Circuit. 

Right: Judge Goʡôs portrait hangs in the Tan Courtroom. Judge Goʡ is 
one of the only Article III Fourth Circuit judges 
to serve in all three branches of the federal 
government. Before taking the bench, Judge Goʡ 
served as Secretary of the Navy and as a U.S. 
Representative. He served as a judge on the 
Fourth Circuit until ʰʸʰʲ when he was elected to 
the Senate. 

Background: The Judiciary Act of ʰʷʸʰ (ʱʵ Stat. 
ʷʱʵ). The Act established the structure of the 
federal appellate courts we have today. Fourth 
Circuit Archives. 



From ʰʶʷʸ to ʰʷʴʷ, the U.S. courts in Richmond sat 
in various locations downtown. In ʰʷʴʱ, Congress 
appropriated $ʰʯʯ,ʯʯʯ for the ýrst federal building in 
Richmond. Its multipurpose design, with space for a 
post oʢce on the ʰst þoor (facing Main Street), the 
collector of customs on the ʱnd þoor, and a courtroom, 
judgeôs chamber, and jury room on the ʲrd þoor, was 
typical of federal buildings built in the ʰʷʴʯs. 

The designation of the building as the Richmond 
Customhouse reþected the importance of the collector 
of customs in the nineteenth century, when import and 
export taxes were the largest source of public revenue. 
The building came to be known as the post oʢce in the 
early twentieth century. 

Architect Ammi B. Young designed Richmondôs ýrst 
federal building. He was pleased with the site, located 
directly across from Capitol Square and visible from the 
seat of state government, and called it the best in the 
city. Young chose the Italianate style, popular in the 
mid-nineteenth century, for the Richmond 
Customhouse and more than a dozen others 
nationwide. It enabled him to maximize space and light 
at minimal cost per square foot and was easy to adapt 
and expand. Construction began in ʰʷʴʵ and was 
completed in ʰʷʴʷ. 

Richmondôs First 
Federal Building 

ʰʷʵʳ map of the city of Richmond, Va., showing the location of the 
customhouse just south of Capitol Square. Library of Congress. 



Bottom: Taken from the south side of the 
Canal Basin, April ʰʷʵʴ, showing the still 
standing Virginia Capitol and Customhouse 
among the ruins from the fires that swept the 
lower business district. Library of Congress. 

Inset: Bank St. fa­ade of the Customhouse, 
April-June ʰʷʵʴ. Library of Congress. 

Top: Exterior construction, ʰʷʷʸ. The ýrst 
expansion, completed in ʰʷʷʸ, changed the 
shape of the building from a rectangle to an I 
shape. General Services Administration (GSA). 

When Richmond was occupied during the Civil War, 
the Confederate government used the building for exec-
utive oʢce space. After the war, the U.S. Circuit Court 
for the District of Virginia appointed a petit jury as part 
of proceedings against Confederate President Jeʡerson 
Davis on charges of treason. It was probably the ýrst 
interracial jury in Virginia. Davis appeared in the federal 
courtroom on the ʲrd þoor for a habeas hearing on May 
ʰʲ, ʰʷʵʶ. The trial never proceeded and charges were 
dropped. 

In ʰʷʵʸ, President Grant appointed Elizabeth Van Lew, 
a Richmond Unionist, abolitionist, and highly successful 
spy, postmaster of Richmond. Van Lew was the ýrst 
postmaster to hire African Americans and women and 
to use the position as a platform to advocate for civil 
rights and womenôs suʡrage. She held the position for 
eight years, working from an oʢce on the ýrst þoor. 

Witness to War & Emancipation 



The nineteenth-century Richmond Customhouse was 
essentially reconstructed and expanded between ʰʸʯʯ 
and ʰʸʰʱ to provide more space for the post oʢce and 
courts. A fourth þoor was added and the western 
perimeter of the building was extended to ʰʯth Street. 
An east wing was added extending the building to ʰʰth 
Street between ʰʸʲʯ and ʰʸʲʱ. The consistency of 
design and detailing of the exterior resulted in a faithful 
interpretation of the original building exterior outlined 
by architect Ammi Young. 

Most of the architectural woodwork from the original 
construction was reused in three new courtrooms 
designed by James Knox Taylor (the Blue and Gold 
Courtrooms on the ʲrd þoor and the Red Courtroom on 
the ʳth). The Gold Courtroom was created for the new 
appellate court. The ýve arches forming an arcade on 
Main Street and three arches at the entrance on Bank 
Street were also preserved and incorporated into the 
reconstructed building. Knoxôs courtrooms and 
corridors on the ʰst, ʲrd, and ʳth þoors are still in use 
and virtually intact. They are the most unique and 
signiýcant design features of the interior. 

Clockwise from top left: Construction, ʰʸʰʯ, showing Bank St. fa­ade, a portion 
of which was preserved and incorporated into the new building. × View of the 
new post oʢce from Main St., ʰʸʰʱ. × Installation of revolving doors in the 
ʰʸʰʱ postal lobby during the east wing expansion project, ʰʸʲʯ-ʰʸʲʱ. GSA. 

A Grand Post Oʢce & 
a New Court 



The Parcel Post Building was designed by Richmond 
architect Marcellus Wright, Sr., in ʰʸʱʸ and built by 
the Public Works Administration in ʰʸʲʴ-ʰʸʲʵ. Its 
architectural signiýcance lies in its juxtaposition to the 
Courthouse. The Modernist Art Deco design contrasts 
sharply with the continuity of design and revivalist style 
of the Courthouse, Virginia Capitol, and nineteenth-
century cast iron-fronted buildings across the street. 

Wrightôs design displays many features characteristic 
of the Modernistic Art Deco style: low-relief, frequently 
incised geometric designs, continuous scrolled 
banding, and þuted jams in deeply recessed doors. 
Incised, stylized carvings of eagles, shields and stars 
signal federal ownership of the building. The buildingôs 
limestone facing survives almost completely intact. 
Wright is known for his Moorish Revival design of the 
Altria Theater, a Richmond landmark. 

Most of the original interior was removed when it was 
remodeled in ʰʸʶʲ. It currently houses oʢces for the 
Fourth Circuit and other federal agencies. 

Parcel Post Building to 
Courthouse Annex 

Counterclockwise from top: Parcel Post Building from Bank St., ʰʸʲʸ. 
National Archives. × Garage of the Parcel Post Building showing mail 
chute and mail truck, circa ʰʸʲʸ. National Archives. × Main St. entrance, 
showing þuted jams in recessed doorways typical of Modernistic Art 
Deco design, ʱʯʯʸ. Beyer Blinder Belle Architects & Planners. 


