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Courthouses from 1789 to the Present:  Philadelphia, Easton, Reading, and Allentown1 

At its inception in September 1789, the Court had one judge, Francis Hopkinson, with a 
staff of one, the Clerk of Court, Samuel Caldwell.  The civil and criminal jurisdiction of the 
Court was then limited with a small number of cases before it concerning mostly maritime or 
admiralty matters.  It did not have its own courthouse but borrowed space in the Pennsylvania 
State House, now known as Independence Hall.  In fact, the Court did not have a home 
specifically erected by the federal government for its use until the Civil War.  Up until that time it 
had sat in no fewer than six different locations.  While Congress reduced the geographic size of 
the District in 18182 with the creation of the U.S. District Court for the Western District of 
Pennsylvania, and again in 1901,3 with the creation of the U.S. District Court for the Middle 
District of Pennsylvania, it was not until 1904 that it considered the Court busy enough for a 
second judgeship.  

Today, the Eastern District of Pennsylvania is one of the largest and busiest of the ninety-
four federal districts throughout the United States.  It has twenty-two authorized judgeships, 
which is augmented by senior judges who assist with the Court’s workload.  The diversity of the 
bench in race, gender, ethnicity, religion, and background contrasts sharply with the similarity of 
the all male bench during the Court’s first century and a half.  Until 1949, all the judges of the 
Court had either been born or had grown up in Pennsylvania.  With the appointment of Thomas J. 
Clary in that year, the Court would always have one or more judges who had first come to the 
Philadelphia area to attend college or law school or had arrived later as an adult. 

The Court occupies most of a twenty-two story high-rise courthouse in Philadelphia, as 
well as a four story courthouse in Allentown, together with leased space for courtrooms in Easton 
and Reading.     

1 Excerpted from Hon. Harvey Bartle, III, Mortals With Tremendous Responsibilities – A History of the United 
States District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia:  St. Joseph’s University Press, 2011).  
Reproduced with the permission of the author, Judge Harvey Bartle, III, and the publisher, Saint Joseph’s University 
Press.  Any quotes contained herein that do not cite to another source are taken from this book.   
2 Act of April 20, 1818, Ch. 108, 3 Stat. 462.   
3 Act of March 2, 1901, Ch. 801, 31 Stat. 880.   
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A. City of Philadelphia

1. 1789 to 1791:  the Pennsylvania State House, now known as Independence Hall

Congress voted to “ordain and establish” federal courts “inferior” to the Supreme Court,4 
by passing the Judiciary Act which President Washington signed into law on September 24, 
1789.  The Act created thirteen district courts including the United States District Court for the 
District of Pennsylvania.  There was one court for each of the eleven states, which by that time 
had ratified the Constitution, as well as a court for Maine, which was then part of Massachusetts 
and one for Kentucky which was then part of Virginia. 

The Act authorized one district judge for each court.  The Pennsylvania District Court 
was designated by the Act to be held alternatively at Philadelphia and “York Town,” a hamlet 
approximately one-hundred miles west of Philadelphia in York County.  It had served as the 
nation’s temporary capital from September 1777 through late June 1778 when the Continental 
Congress met there during the British occupation of Philadelphia.  The Court has no record of 
any judicial business ever having been conducted at that location. 

Judge Francis Hopkinson, the first judge of the then named Pennsylvania District Court, 
opened the first session of the Court on November 10, 1789, in the Pennsylvania State House 
(later renamed Independence Hall).  At this first proceeding of the Court, the Mayor and 
Recorder of Philadelphia, as well as members of Congress, attended along with a “number of 
respectable citizens.”  The commissions of Judge Hopkinson, the United States Attorney for the 
District of Pennsylvania William Lewis, and the Marshal for the District Clement Biddle were 
“proclaimed” and a number of “Gentlemen of the Bar” admitted. 

4 U.S. Const. art. III, § 1. 
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2. 1791 to 1824:  Old City Hall, Southwest Corner of Fifth and Chestnut Streets

In August 1791, what is now known as Philadelphia’s Old City Hall was completed and 
ready for occupancy.  The handsome Georgian edifice, which still stands immediately east of 
Independence Hall at the southwest corner of Fifth and Chestnut Streets, became the home of the 
District Court.  At that time, the City shared the building with the federal courts.  The United 
States Supreme Court sat on the first floor from 1790 until 1800 while Philadelphia was the 
nation’s capital.  The District Court courtroom was on the second floor. 

In 1818, Congress divided the District of Pennsylvania into the Eastern District of 
Pennsylvania with court to be held in Philadelphia, and the Western District with a new federal 
judge to be appointed to sit in Pittsburgh. 
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3. Summer and Fall of 1799:  Montgomery County Courthouse, Norristown

The Court remained at Philadelphia’s City Hall at Fifth and Chestnut Streets until 1824, 
except for a temporary absence during the summer and fall of 1799, when it sought refuge in the 
Montgomery County Courthouse in Norristown because of the yellow fever epidemic in 
Philadelphia.   
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4. 1824 to 1826:  Congress Hall, Sixth and Chestnut Streets

In 1824, the Court moved a few yards west from City Hall to Congress Hall, originally 
constructed as the Philadelphia County Courthouse, at Sixth and Chestnut Streets. 
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5. 1826 to 1830:  Second Floor of Franklin Institute, Seventh Street South of Market
Street

After a two year stay at Congress Hall, the Court relocated again.  A ten-year lease, 
effective January 1, 1826, was signed for the use of the second floor of the Franklin Institute on 
Seventh Street, just south of Market Street, Philadelphia.  The Court occupied that venue only 
until April 1, 1830, when the United States Marshal, who had responsibility for leasing court 
space and paying the rent, negotiated a release of the Government’s obligations to the Franklin 
Institute.  The building still stands and now houses the Philadelphia History Museum at the 
Atwater Kent. 
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6. 1830 to 1854:  Independence Hall

In 1830, the Court returned to Independence Hall where it remained on the second floor 
for the next twenty-four years until 1854. 
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7. 1854 to 1863:  American Philosophical Society Hall, West Side of Fifth Street

Until 1854, the County of Philadelphia consisted of more than two dozen townships, 
boroughs, and districts in addition to the City of Philadelphia, whose boundaries at that time 
encompassed only the area between Vine and South Streets from the Delaware River on the east 
to the Schuylkill River on the west.  In 1854, the Pennsylvania General Assembly consolidated 
the City and County, making the two jurisdictions co-terminus. 

With this consolidation, the Court moved out of Independence Hall where it had sat since 
1830.  In June 1854, the Government leased for the Court the ground and second floors of the 
Hall of the American Philosophical Society situated immediately south of Philadelphia’s City 
Hall on the west side of Fifth Street.  The space had previously housed the offices of the City’s 
Mayor, among others.  In 1856, the government offered to purchase the Hall and its lot for the 
Court for $78,000, but because of a deed restriction, the United States Attorney General refused 
to approve the acquisition.   

Until July 1, 1863, the American Philosophical Society Hall continued to be leased for 
the use of the Court, although the Court had vacated the premises before that time.  The minutes 
of the Society reflect that in June of 1863 the Court sought permission to remove its papers from 
the Hall’s “N.E. attic.” 



9 

Photo of  
United States Post Office and Courthouse 

Building:  1863 to 1884 

8. 1863 to 1884:  United States Post Office and Courthouse Building, Southside of
Chestnut Street East of Fifth Street

In February 1863, in the midst of the Civil War, a new United States Post Office, with a 
small wing at the rear of the building for use by the Court, costing $60,000 was dedicated.  It was 
located on the south side of Chestnut Street east of Fifth Street, less than a block from the 
American Philosophical Society Hall and next to what had been the Second Bank of the United 
States.  A wing extended south to Library Street.  The new structure contained marble floors and 
steam heat and was the first building constructed in Philadelphia specifically to house a federal 
court.  Many dignitaries including Postmaster General Montgomery Blair, Secretary of the 
Interior John Usher, and Governor Andrew Curtin, were present for the grand opening festivities 
which featured a band, a dinner and the unfurling with great fanfare of an American flag from a 
rooftop staff.  The second floor of the wing that bordered on Library Street provided 
accommodations for the Court, which moved into that space in May 1863.  A contemporary 
newspaper article commented, “The whole arrangement tends to the comfort and will meet the 
wants of the Post Office as well as the United States Courts, in an admirable manner, there being 
convenience within the structure for both departments.” 
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Building:  1884 to 1938 

9. 1884 to 1938:  United States Post Office and Courthouse Building, West Side of
Ninth Street Between Market and Chestnut Streets

In 1872, the University of Pennsylvania vacated its property a few blocks away from the 
Library Street Courthouse on the west side of Ninth Street between Market and Chestnut Streets 
and moved to its more spacious campus in West Philadelphia.  The Government, having 
purchased the property, constructed a large five-story granite United States Courthouse and Post 
Office on the site with the main post office on the first floor and the Court on the second.  It was 
designed in the French Second Empire style and was completed in 1884.  On the cornice high 
above the entrance on Ninth Street stood a large allegorical sculpture in marble entitled “Law, 
Prosperity, and Power” by Daniel Chester French.  He later sculpted the widely acclaimed statue 
of Abraham Lincoln at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

The new edifice exhibited a far grander appearance than its more modest predecessor and 
evidenced the wider role that the federal courts were destined to play in American life.  
Nonetheless, the building would be dwarfed by Philadelphia’s new City Hall, which was being 
erected in the same architectural style at Broad and Market Streets.  This elegant structure with 
its tower topped with Alexander Calder’s statue of William Penn would occupy an entire block 
and contain not only a number of large courtrooms for the various state trial courts serving 
Philadelphia County but also a courtroom to accommodate the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania. 
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10. 1938 to 1940:  United States Custom House, Second and Chestnut Streets

For a period of over two years, the Court moved to temporary quarters at the Custom 
House at Second and Chestnut Streets, following the demolition in 1937 of the 1884 courthouse, 
and the construction of a new courthouse at the same location.   
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11. 1940 to 1975:  Robert N.C. Nix, Sr. Federal Courthouse, 900 Market Street

By the late 1920’s, the Court had outgrown the courthouse on Ninth Street which had 
been its home together with the post office since 1884.  When that nineteenth century courthouse 
was built, it had to provide space for only one Eastern District judge.  By 1930, the Eastern 
District had three judges:  Oliver B. Dickinson, J. Whitaker Thompson, and William H. 
Kirkpatrick, all of whom needed chambers and courtrooms.  Moreover, since 1891, when the 
United States circuit courts of appeals were created, appellate judges of the Third Circuit had to 
be accommodated.  Not only had the number of judges increased but so had the size of the 
judicial staff.  The office of the Clerk and the office of the United States Attorney were all 
located in that now outmoded building. 

In 1931, Congress approved the construction of a new courthouse in Philadelphia at an 
estimated cost of $2.9 million, but construction was delayed.  Plans were proposed the next year 
for an addition to the existing courthouse, but these were soon shelved.  Some suggested that a 
new complex should be located on the Benjamin Franklin Parkway to avoid city congestion.  In 
September 1932, the Treasury Department announced the selection of Harry Sternfeld and the 
Ballinger Company of Philadelphia as architects for a new courthouse to be constructed on Ninth 
Street between Market and Chestnut Streets on the same site as the existing 1884 Courthouse. 

With the approaching 1932 presidential election and the onset of the Depression, the 
project was again postponed, this time for several more years.  In 1936, then District Judge 
Albert B. Maris (later a Judge of the Third Circuit Court of Appeals) corresponded with United 
States Senator Joseph F. Guffey in an effort to halt the demolition of the old courthouse and to 
urge the construction of an annex across the street from Independence Hall on Chestnut Street 
between Fifth and Sixth Streets.  The Senator replied that it was now too late. 

Finally, in September 1937, the Treasury Department wrote to District Judge Oliver B. 
Dickinson, the senior active judge, “It is contemplated to begin demolition of the present Post 
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Office and Court House building, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on or about December 1, 1937.  It 
will, therefore, be necessary to vacate the building prior to that date.”  The Court, as a result of 
this directive, moved to temporary quarters in the Custom House at Second and Chestnut Streets 
where it remained for over two years. 

The 1884 Courthouse and Post Office on Ninth Street was demolished in the winter of 
1937-1938.  The sculpture of “Law, Prosperity, and Power” adorning the edifice was saved from 
the wrecker’s ball and was moved to George’s Hill in Fairmount Park where it can be seen today.  
A new courthouse arose, built as one of the New Deal’s Public Works Projects.  It was designed 
in the Art-Moderne style, with extensive use of pink marble in the interior and an exterior of 
limestone and granite ornamented with two large rectangular bas-relief sculptures symbolizing 
justice on both the Market and Chestnut Street sides of the building.  On the Ninth Street facade 
were placed bas-relief medallions representing the seals of the first thirteen states to ratify the 
Constitution, together with two inscriptions carved in the stone:  “The Law is the last result of 
human wisdom acting upon human experience for the benefit of the public” from Samuel 
Johnson and “And if a man also strive for masteries, yet is he not crowned, except he strive 
lawfully” from the Bible. Gone were the fireplaces of the old courthouse, but now air-
conditioning would permeate the building. 

The post office again occupied the ground floor as in the old courthouse.  Above the post 
office were both the Eastern District and the Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit.  The new 
courthouse contained twelve judicial chambers on the second floor with six handsome wood-
paneled courtrooms, with high ceilings, and a law library.  Although the building was originally 
planned for ten stories, it was constructed with only six because of a shortage of funds. 

The post office part of the building opened in late 1939, and the Court moved into its new 
quarters on May 6, 1940, with a special en-banc session presided over by Judges William H. 
Kirkpatrick, George A. Welsh, Harry E. Kalodner, and Guy K. Bard.  Also housed there were the 
Internal Revenue Service, the FBI, Postal Inspectors, Bankruptcy referees, the United States 
Attorney’s Office, and the Eastern District’s United States Marshal and his staff.  The new 
courthouse was soon bustling with activity, and in the long hall outside the courtrooms on the 
second floor a pall of smoke could be seen from the lawyers gathered during a recess for 
conversation and a quick cigarette.  The designation of courthouses as smoke-free was an idea 
whose time had not yet come. 

The Court still occupies part of the old courthouse at Ninth and Market Streets.  The 
Bankruptcy Judges and Bankruptcy Clerk are located there. 
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In 1948, Congress created the position of Chief Judge for every federal district that had 
more than one judge.  It did so “in view of the great increase of administrative duties” that were 
being performed informally by the senior district judge, that is, the judge who was senior in 
service.  The Chief Judge, according to the statute, shall be the judge “senior in commission” and 
“shall have precedence and preside at any session which he attends.” 

By the late 1940’s, the Eastern District now had seven authorized judgeships,  Other 
districts had experienced similar increases.  Support staff including that of the Clerk’s Office was 
continuing to grow.  By the mid-1940’s, the Court was hiring salaried court reporters for the first 
time.  It had simply become a necessity that the district courts become more structured for 
purposes of administration.  Since William H. Kirkpatrick was the judge senior in commission in 
1948, he became the first Chief Judge in the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.  He served in that 
role for ten years, until 1958, when he took senior status. 
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12. 1975 to Present:  James A. Byrne United States Courthouse, 601 Market Street

By the late 1960’s, the courthouse built in the late 1930’s at Ninth and Market Streets was 
no longer adequate.  A proposal in the 1950’s to add four additional floors never came to fruition.  
In the 1960’s, Chief Judge Thomas J. Clary became the leading advocate for a new judicial 
home, and his voice and the voices of others were heard.  A site was ultimately selected on the 
north side of Market Street between Sixth and Seventh Streets, which was at one time part of 
“skid row” but now adjoined Independence National Historical Park.  The construction of the 
twenty-two story courthouse was not without problems or controversy.  It lacked the architectural 
grandeur or the fine appointments of its predecessor.  Of more practical concern, it was erected 
over an old creek bed with foundation pylons that were later determined to be only forty-five feet 
deep rather than the required ninety feet to bedrock.  As a result of this miscalculation, the new 
building began to tilt shortly after occupancy.  The matter was rectified, but to this day the 
foundation level is regularly monitored.  Finally, there was some consternation among the judges 
that the courthouse was being named for James A. Byrne, a former Congressman from the 
Kensington section of Philadelphia who had served as United States Marshal for the Eastern 
District in the 1940’s.  Known to his friends and acquaintances as “Digger,” Byrne was not a 
lawyer but rather, as his nickname suggests, an undertaker.5   

The courthouse opened in 1975 and has remained the home of both the Eastern District 
and the Court of Appeals to the present.  It was designed with a plaza and main entrance fronting 
on Sixth Street.  Near that entrance on the inside of the building is a sculpture by Louise 

5 The decision to name the courthouse after James A. Byrne was not well received by a number of judges in the 
Third Circuit.  See attached Exhibits 1 to 11.  The concern about Mr. Byrne, who was referred to as an “agreeable 
man,” was based largely on him being active in politics.  Mr. Byrne, an ex-congressman defeated in his own party 
for renomination in 1972, was a political party leader and city committeeman of the 31st ward of Philadelphia.  Mr. 
Byrne was not a lawyer, and played no part in the courthouse project.  It is unclear why Congress chose to name the 
courthouse after him.  Interestingly, however, the Act naming the courthouse after James A. Byrne was passed only 
three days after several congressmen paid tribute to him on the House floor.  See attached Exhibit 12. 
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Nevelson called “Bicentennial Dawn.”  The design notwithstanding, most use the more easily 
accessible Market Street doors.  The address of the Courthouse, recognizing reality, is 601 
Market Street. 

Unlike all previous places of holding court, the judges designated this one in March 1987 
as smoke-free except for certain limited areas including chambers.  Today, smoking is off limits 
throughout the courthouse.  

Most district judges have a large courtroom and a spacious chambers.  The chambers 
have floor-to-ceiling windows with a panoramic eastward view not only of the Benjamin 
Franklin Bridge and the Delaware River, but also of Independence Hall and the Christ Church 
burial ground where Francis Hopkinson, the Court’s first judge, is interred.  Just west of the 
courthouse on the southwest corner of Seventh and Market Streets is a reconstruction of the 
Graff House where Thomas Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence in 1776. 

This time no post office occupies the first floor of the courthouse.  Instead, there is a vast 
lobby, which initially had inadequate lighting.  The first floor also includes a large display case 
and a spacious law library.  On the north side of the lobby is a corridor connecting to a large 
ceremonial courtroom which has a bench that seats twenty-two judges.  On the walls hang the 
portraits of the early judges starting with Francis Hopkinson and of later judges who presided as 
Chief Judge of the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.  

The lobby is usually a place of calm where people enter and exit the courthouse in an 
orderly manner and where quiet conversation often transpires.  From time to time, judges, 
lawyers, and guests gather there for receptions held after sessions in the nearby ceremonial 
courtroom to induct a new judge, to memorialize a deceased colleague, or to unveil a judicial 
portrait.  In the early part of 1979, the tranquility normally experienced in the lobby was 
disturbed.  It became the site of a controversy over the exhibition of art, which eventually 
resulted in a lawsuit.  Under a federal program to encourage the use of public buildings for 
cultural and educational purposes and to stimulate pedestrian traffic, the works of local artists 
were displayed in the lobby.  Some of the paintings featured females whose countenance left 
nothing to the imagination.  Other artwork contained purportedly offensive political content. 

Chief Judge Joseph S. Lord, III, acting in his administrative capacity, directed that ten 
paintings of nudes be removed forthwith by the General Services Administration (“GSA”) which 
administered the federal program.  Leaving no doubt about his feelings on the matter, he declared 
emphatically that the subject matter was not fit for viewing by priests, nuns, or school children. 
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The publicity and stir over the removal of the nude paintings had barely subsided when 
artwork allegedly critical of the FBI appeared in the lobby.  Chief Judge Lord promptly banished 
it from the courthouse.  He was quoted as having said, “I order it out and I don’t care who takes 
it out as long as it’s out.”   

At that point, Philadelphia lawyer Henry Sawyer filed a lawsuit in this Court for an 
injunction to overturn Judge Lord’s directive and its execution by the General Services 
Administration.  The matter was assigned to Judge John P. Fullam.  After Sawyer presented the 
case and made an impassioned argument in support of liberty and freedom of speech, Judge 
Fullam, ruling from the bench, ordered the politically offensive art to be restored to the lobby. 

In the Summer of 1998, a major problem arose with the exterior walls of the courthouse 
in Philadelphia.  Several bricks fell onto the sidewalk below after a violent storm.  Upon 
inspection, it was soon discovered that the façade of the twenty-two story structure was in danger 
of collapse because the original contractors had not properly fastened the bricks to the exterior 
frame.  The government had no choice but to rectify this dire safety hazard by recladding the 
entire edifice.  It took more than a year at a cost to the taxpayers of over $25 million.  The 
courthouse now has an exterior with a million new bricks, together with a wide horizontal granite 
band, far above the street, inscribed in large letters with the words “Justice the Guardian of 
Liberty,” the same legend as is emblazoned on the East Pediment of the Supreme Court building 
in Washington, D.C.  These words are also carved into the new granite segment of the exterior 
wall adjacent to the Market Street entrance of the courthouse.  

Other changes took place in the appearance of the interior of the courthouse.  Through the 
efforts of Circuit Chief Judge Edward R. Becker and Senator Arlen Specter, an appropriation was 
obtained from Congress to refurbish the expansive lobby to make it more inviting.  The lighting 
was vastly improved and three transparent floor-to-ceiling panels were installed containing 
quotations referencing due process of law, the right of trial by jury, and justice.  One was 
authored by Daniel Webster:  “Justice is the great interest of man on earth.  It is the ligament 
which holds civilized beings and civilized nations together.”  Another originated with Martin 
Luther King, Jr.:  “True peace is not merely the absence of tension; it is the presence of justice.” 
Since these renovations, the first floor of the courthouse has been designated as the Edward R. 
Becker Lobby.  

The lobby of the courthouse was not handicapped-accessible from the Market Street 
entrance when it was constructed in the mid-1970’s.  A set of interior steps existed as a barrier 
from the lower part of the lobby to its main upper area.  A small elevator was later installed to 
travel the short distance from one level to the other.  As a result, those in wheelchairs or who are 
otherwise unable to climb stairs can enter and exit the building without difficulty.  
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The present courthouse was built with space to accommodate future growth.  While 
originally the United States Attorney’s Office, the Pretrial and Probation Offices, and other 
federal agencies were located there, they have long since departed to other nearby venues due to 
the expanded needs of both the Eastern District and the Court of Appeals.  The two Courts, their 
Clerk’s Offices and support staffs, the United States Marshals Service, and the law library, now 
fill the courthouse to capacity. 

James A. Byrne Courthouse Exhibits 

1. Letter from Judge Albert Branson Maris, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated
June 17, 1974

2. Letter from Judge Phillip Forman, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated June 18,
1974

3. Letter from Judge Max Rosenn, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated June 18,
1974

4. Letter from Judge Albert Branson Maris, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated
June 18, 1974

5. Letter from Judge Albert Branson Maris, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated
June 19, 1974

6. Letter from Judge Austin L. Staley, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated June 19,
1974

7. Letter from Judge Daniel H. Huyett, III, United States District Court Eastern
District of Pennsylvania dated June 19, 1974

8. Letter from Judge Clarence C. Newcomer, United States District Court Eastern
District of Pennsylvania dated June 20, 1974

9. Letter from Chief Judge Collins J. Seitz, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated
June 20, 1974

10. Letter from Judge Albert Branson Maris, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated
June 20, 1974

11. Letter from Judge Harry E. Kalodner, Third Circuit Court of Appeals dated June
20, 1974
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12. 118 Cong. Rec. 37106-37108 (October 18, 1972) (Tribute to the Honorable James
A, Byrne)

13. Ewart Rouse, New Courthouse Judged the Best, THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER,
Sept. 1, 1975, at B1
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B. City of Easton

1. 1930 to 1990:  Second Floor, United States Post Office, Second and Ferry Streets

Congress enacted a law on June 27, 1930, authorizing the holding of federal court in the 
Eastern District of Pennsylvania in the city of Easton.6  With the exception of a brief period of 
time from 1789 to 1790 when court was authorized to be held in the city of York, this was the 
first time that the Court was authorized to be held continuously outside of Philadelphia. 

The federal court facility was located on the second floor of the United States Post Office 
at Second and Ferry Streets.   

The court facility at the Post Office building in Easton lacked an elevator and was not 
handicap accessible.  The facility also lacked many of the security features found in modern 
courtrooms.  As a consequence, plans were made in the 1980’s to relocate the court to a more up-
to-date facility. 

6 Act of June 27, 1930, Ch. 634, 46 Stat. 820.  
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Larry Holmes Building 

2. 1990 to Present:  Fourth Floor, Holmes Building, 101 Larry Holmes Drive

In December of 1990, the Court was relocated across the street to leased space on the 
fourth floor of the Holmes Building at 101 Larry Holmes Drive.  The complex takes up the entire 
8,860 square foot fourth floor and includes judicial chambers, a courtroom, a jury deliberation 
room, private conference rooms, a law library, and a substation for United States Marshals with 
three holding cells for prisoners.  The new courtroom was made handicap accessible. 
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C. City of Reading

1. 1970 to 1988:  Fourth Floor, Berks County Trust Company Building, 35 North
Sixth Street

In 1970, Congress enacted legislation authorizing the Eastern District to establish court 
stations in Allentown and Reading.7   

Shortly thereafter, the Court leased space on the fourth floor of the Berks County Trust 
Company building (then known as the American Bank Building) located at 35 North Sixth 
Street.  The six-story building was originally constructed in 1909. 

A second courtroom and chambers were later constructed in the building. 

7 Act of June 2, 1970, Pub. L. No. 91-272, 84 Stat. 294, 297; 28 U.S.C. § 118(a). 
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Madison Building 

2. 1988 to 2020:  Fourth Floor, Madison Building, 400 Washington Street

The Court remained at the Berks County Trust Company building until 1988 when the 
Court leased space on the fourth floor of the Madison Building at 400 Washington Street. 

The Madison Building was originally constructed between 1926 and 1927 to serve as the 
headquarters of the Metropolitan Edison Company.  A twelve-story building, it is one of the 
tallest buildings in Reading.  In 1952, it was purchased by the American Casualty 
Company/CNA Insurance.  In 1983, it was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

The owner of the Madison Building in later years did not maintain the building in a  
manner consistent with General Services Administration (“GSA”) requirements, and as a result, 
plans were developed to move the Court to another location. 
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Gateway Building 

3. 2020 to Present:  The Gateway Building, 201 Penn Street

In 2017, the GSA negotiated and signed a new ten year lease to relocate the Eastern 
District Court, Bankruptcy Court, United States Marshals Service and Probation offices to the 
Gateway Building located at 201 Penn Street, two blocks away from the Madison Building. 

The renovations to the leased space in the Gateway Building were completed, and the 
Court moved to the Gateway Building in February, 2020, where it remains today. 
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D. City of Allentown

1. 1977 to 1995:  Old Lehigh County Courthouse, 501 West Hamilton Street

In 1977, the Court leased 6800 square feet of space at the rear of the second floor of the 
Old Lehigh County Courthouse at the northwest corner of Fifth and Hamilton Streets for the 
purpose of establishing federal court facilities in Allentown for the first time.  A ceremony to 
commemorate the opening of the facility was held on December 16, 1977.  Federal court was 
held at the Old Lehigh County Courthouse until the mid-1990’s when a new federal courthouse 
was constructed in Allentown.   

The then Chief Judge, Edward N. Cahn, who had been serving the Court from leased 
space in the Old Lehigh County Courthouse, encouraged the Court to construct a new federal 
courthouse in Allentown.  He was joined in these efforts by the leadership of the Bar Association 
of Lehigh County and by local community leaders. 

The James A. Byrne United States Courthouse in Philadelphia, which was constructed 
and opened in late 1975, was experiencing overcrowding by the late 1980’s and early 1990’s.  A 
study was undertaken that suggested that the United States Court of Appeals for the Third 
Circuit, which occupied the top floors of the Byrne Courthouse, should consider relocating to the 
former United States Courthouse located at Ninth and Market Streets to ease the overcrowding.  
The Court of Appeals declined to move.  This decision accelerated the interest in construction of 
a new courthouse in Allentown to help alleviate the problem of courthouse overcrowding in 
Philadelphia.   

In the fall of 1992, Congress approved funding for the construction of a federal 
courthouse in downtown Allentown at the southwest corner of Fifth and Hamilton Streets.  A 
ceremonial groundbreaking for the building was held on November 19, 1993.   
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Photo of  
Cahn Courthouse 

2. 1995 to Present:  Edward N. Cahn United States Courthouse and Federal
Building, 504 West Hamilton Street

Construction was completed in the fall of 1995.  The building was opened in November 
of 1995 and it was dedicated on December 29, 1995.  It is the largest federal court facility 
outside Philadelphia for the nine- county United States District Court for the Eastern District of 
Pennsylvania.   

The building is a four-story structure with a basement level of secure parking and consists 
of 89,000 gross square feet.  There are three courtrooms and chambers for two district court 
judges and one magistrate judge.  The cost of the project in 1995 was approximately $17 million.  

The architects designed the building to fit into the neighboring building landscape.  
Materials such as limestone, cement, and masonry were used to reflect in color, finish, and scale 
the Old Lehigh County Courthouse across the street, the Post Office building across the street, 
and the church structure behind the Courthouse.   

Approximately sixty federal employees work in the building.  Tenants in the building 
include the United States District Court, Pretrial Services, Probation, United States Marshals 
Service, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Drug Enforcement Administration, and General 
Services Administration.   

An artist from upper New York State by the name of Jenny Holzer designed sixteen green 
granite benches with sayings carved on the benches.  The title of this artwork is “Allentown 
Benches:  Selections from the Truism and Survival Series.”  The benches are placed in public 
areas of the building on the first, third, and fourth floors.   

Ms. Holzer uses language as a visual arts medium.  To create her work she draws from 
social, political, and cultural commentaries, as well as her own writings.  She presents these texts 
and carvings on stone benches and in other artwork.  She says that she uses words as an artistic 
medium in order to “provoke thinking, emotion, and conversation.”  The words are intended to 
elicit both reflection and passion from readings, as she chose statements that variously 
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compliment and contradict one another.  This was her first General Services Administration 
commissioned artwork.   

The land upon which the courthouse is situated was originally owned by the United 
States Postal Service.  The courthouse was constructed using the General Services 
Administration design-build program, which allows for the award of a single contract to cover 
architecture, engineering, and construction.  Under an agreement with the General Services 
Administration, the Post Office contracted with Keating Building Corporation of Bala Cynwyd, 
Pennsylvania to both design and build the new courthouse.  After completion of construction, 
title was transferred in 1995 by the United States Post Office to the General Services 
Administration for consideration of $16.7 million.    

In March of 1999, proposed legislation naming the new courthouse after then retired 
District Judge Edward N. Cahn passed the House by voice vote and without debate.  However, 
the legislation stalled in the Senate due to concern over whether retired Judge Cahn might have 
an unfair advantage if he appeared as a lawyer in a courthouse named after him.  In response to 
this concern, Judge Cahn promised not to practice law in the courthouse and on August 20, 2001, 
Congress named the building the “Edward N. Cahn Federal Building and United States 
Courthouse.”8  A naming ceremony for the building was held on November 19, 2001.  Judge 
Cahn was the first Lehigh County citizen to serve as a United States District Judge, and played a 
key role in securing the design, construction, and government funding necessary for the 
courthouse project. 

8 Act of August 20, 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-31, 115 Stat. 213. 
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E. City of Lancaster

1. 1992 to Present

On October 6, 1992, Congress authorized an additional place for the Eastern District to 
hold court, in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  See 27 U.S.C. § 118(a) (“Court for the Eastern District 
shall be held at Allentown, Easton, Lancaster, Reading and Philadelphia.”).  The President 
included twenty-seven million dollars for the construction of a new courthouse in Lancaster in 
his budget proposal for 2010.  The U.S. Senate authorized the spending however, the proposed 
funding was not included in the final budget bill adopted by both houses of Congress that year.  
The Eastern District remains authorized to hold court in Lancaster, but does not currently have a 
designated location for court use. 




