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The traditional study of historic commercial districts has consisted of indexing and recording
buildings, architectural surveys, and compiling basic historical narratives similar to those found
on National Register nominations. This object-oriented approach, as so labeled by Dell Upton,
has been the dominant method of interpretation of historic commercial buildings and districts in
the United States. The object-oriented approach to interpreting historic buildings in historic
commercial districts is rooted in the studies and writings of Norman Isham and Albert Brown's
technological observations of American architecture, but has been further propagated due to the
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966, National Register nomination criteria, and
historic district revitalization efforts.

Historic Preservation as it is practiced today focuses on the preservation of old buildings by
publicly bestowing value to historic architecture. This is accomplished by a concerted campaign
to link in the public’s mind the image of clean, sparkling, restored old buildings with status, the
availability of unusual merchandise, and economic gain.' Historically, the most efficient means
of working towards getting buildings and historic districts on the National Register has been the
object-oriented approach to interpretation. While this is a beneficial process, and has greatly
aided in historic preservation efforts, there are many other facets of an historic building besides
its functional type, its materials, construction, or architectural style that contribute to its historic
significance. Some of these qualities are feelings conveyed by the sense of time and place,
events or people associated with the building, or the socio-economic and political ideologies that
facilitated its initial development. Thus, it can be argued that historic buildings or districts are
not only a contextual environment for the study of architecture style, but that the buildings and
district are a reflection of a municipality’s socio-economic and political ideology, and when
examined through the lens of economic development, the historic building or district can become
a symbol of that municipality’s ideological genesis.

A complete understanding of any building may require documentary research about its style,
construction, function, its furnishings or contents, knowledge about the original builder, owners,
occupants, and knowledge about the evolutionary history of the building. Exploration of the
socio-economic influence and the political ideology that fostered the genesis of a building or
district can supply a depth of knowledge that enhances interpretation. It is a building’s tangible
elements that embody its significance for association with specific events or persons.” These
associations, once discovered, are the foundation for a socio-economic interpretation of the
building or historic district and ideally could lead to enhanced public perception of value while
still aiding, if not better facilitating, preservation efforts. Upton states that, “the possibilities for
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studying social change using architectural evidence are extensive, yet this aspect of vernacular
architectural history has been under-utilized.”® If this is true, then the study of the buildings
architectural features, the buildings location in the district, and the documented types of and uses
for the buildings should be indicators of the social, economic, or political ideologies that
influenced the district’s development.

How did social, economic, and political conditions influence the architecture and town
planning in late nineteenth century postbellum west Georgia commercial districts? Douglasville
Georgia’s commercial district, as examined from 1885-1911, reveals the influence of New South
booster ideology of town building in the types of businesses that occupied the buildings, their
orientation to the railroad, and northern influence on architecture. In this essay, Douglasville’s
types of businesses and its commercial building architectural features will be compared to other
west Georgia regional railroad towns that experienced growth and similar social, economic, and
political influences at that time.

Douglasville, Georgia from 1880 to 1910, exemplified everything that New South boosters
claimed to need to remedy the South's post-Civil War economic stagnation. Joseph S. James, a
New South booster, local lawyer, and Douglasville’s first Mayor, worked with other local
boosters to establish the railroad, banks, and commercial district, as well as capture northern
investment capital to build industry in Douglasville. The espousal of Henry Grady’s New South
Creed by a majority of Douglasville’s businessmen, professionals, and politicians transformed
the little farming village of Douglasville into a thriving town.*

Henry W. Grady, the "Spokesman of the New South," served as managing editor for the
Atlanta Constitution in the 1880s. A member of the Atlanta Ring of Democratic political
leaders, Grady used his office and influence to promote a New South program of northern
investment, southern industrial growth, and diversified farming. Between 1880 and 1886 the
Atlanta Constitution also became the primary instrument of the Atlanta Ring, a loosely
connected group of urban, pro-industry Democrats. Grady became the group's leader and
dominant political force. Despite his achievements, Grady's New South was not universally
accepted. Agrarian pundit Thomas E. Watson criticized Grady for allegedly submitting Georgia
to northern interests and oppressing farmers. Notwithstanding his opponents, his influence as the
spokesman of the New South was extensive, providing both the political framework and the
rhetorical motivation for the Douglasville boosters. Grady was politically and personally
associated with prominent Douglasville residents Joseph S. James, Thomas R. Whitley, John B.
Duncan, and Charles O. Peavy and assisted their efforts to promote New South Boosterism and
build up the town of Douglasville. Grady’s influence on Douglasville’s prominent residents is
exemplified in the articles about Douglasville that appeared in the Atlanta Constitution.

The New South vision created a new commercial orientation that was reshaping the southern
railroad towns, revitalizing local economies, and creating buildings and spaces that not only
promoted and sustained burgeoning economic development and were a practical means of
sustaining industrial growth. This commercial orientation has also become the footprint for
Georgia Main Street preservation efforts in the late twenty and twenty-first centuries. Which
ironically, are funded and enacted out by a different breed of town boosters. Before the Civil
War, general stores stood at the crossroads of rural communities; storeowners went to the farmer.
By 1880 farmers in need of credit and goods from merchants came to town. The rise of southern
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railroad towns and the farmers’ shift to cash crop agriculture were mutually reinforcing trends
that fostered a spirit of entrepreneurial boosterism among local businessmen and professionals.”
As railroads and diversified trade became integral elements of the South’s economic renaissance
during the 1880s, entrepreneurs with ties to their city’s economy assumed key leadership roles.
They embraced New South ideology and created an environment that welcomed investment and
economic development.

The coming of the railroad created the greatest stimulus for commercial district building
and development. The railroad was the primary means of fostering industry in west Georgia’s
small postbellum agricultural villages such as Douglasville, Dallas, and Tallapoosa. Fortunes
were made, communities prospered, and by the late nineteenth century these developments could
all be read on the frontage of a community’s principal street.® The growth rate and types of
businesses in these commercial districts, as well as, particular architectural features indicate
some level of adherence to the New South booster mentality of acquiring a railroad, industry,
and northern investment, in order to transform agricultural based villages into prosperous
modern towns. About 1880, in the aftermath of Reconstruction and the depression of the mid-
1870’s, the southern building market began a sustained expansion that continued with only brief
interruptions until the Great Depression.

The urbanization and industrialization of Southern upland towns and cities created
unprecedented opportunities for northern investors and architects.” As industrialization and
commercial growth fueled the New South’s integration into the national economy, the
longstanding divisions between northern and southern businessmen dissipated and partnerships
were forged. In a New York times article dated October 8, 1887 the author validated the New
South movement and the role that northern investment played when he stated that, “These
thriving cities, which sprung up [along the railroad] within a few years with the cooperation of
Northern capital, usually are witnesses for the New South.”®

The commercial building types that emerged from the rapid growth of postbellum towns such
as Douglasville, to some may seem simplistic, uninspiring, and even crude because their purpose
was to promote and sustain industry and commerce. It can be argued that for decades, historians
had believed that the postbellum South had no architecture or architects deserving of serious
study.® Statements such as this, “One has only to travel through the Carolinas, through Alabama
and Georgia, to convince one’s self that the new South is as much different from the old as the
industrious Southerner of today is different from his indolent predecessor,”*° coupled with a lack
of Southern architectural schools and recognized southern architects during the New South
booster period, are indicators as to why the history of commercial architecture during the New
South period has had little examination or exploration. The small period of New South
commercial development in the South produced buildings and commercial districts that are a
physical manifestation of hope and belief in economic growth and renewed possibilities. Lack of
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literature and scholarly interpretation of these buildings does not diminish their economic, social
and historical contribution.

The towns that | will be comparing to Douglasville are Tallapoosa and Dallas Georgia. All
three towns were railroad centered. Douglasville and Tallapoosa were located on the Georgia
Pacific Railroad line and Dallas was located on the Tennessee, Virginia, and Georgia Railroad
line (see. Fig. 1.) Both lines ran into Atlanta. Douglasville and Tallapoosa are documented New
South booster towns.*! Dallas was an antebellum town with a postbellum Republican faction.
All three towns are within a 30-mile radius from each other and less than a 60-mile travel
distance from Atlanta. The 1885 Douglasville commercial building orientation consists of
buildings that face the railroad on the south side and a few industrial buildings and dwellings on
the north side.> The 1888 Tallapoosa commercial building orientation consists of buildings that
face the railroad on the side as well as buildings and streets that are perpendicular to the
railroad.’* The 1895 Dallas commercial building orientation consists of main street dead-ending
into the railroad, but the commercial district lies west of the rail line.'* The commercial
orientation of the buildings being parallel and/or adjacent to the railroad allowed for easy access
for the shipping and receiving of goods and supplies and the transport of agricultural products
and manufactured goods to the Atlanta or Birmingham markets.

A brief history of the three towns being examined will follow. Douglasville Georgia was
incorporated in 1875. It is located approximately 27 miles west of Atlanta. In May of 1882, the
Georgia Pacific railroad ran a regular schedule from Atlanta to Douglasville.”> Douglasville’s
mill campaign was supported by northern investment as well as several other industrial ventures.
In 1885, Douglasville had 57 buildings occupied by businesses. By 1911, that number had
increased to 80. The Following quote was taken from an 1881 article about Douglasville in The
Weekly Star:

“On Tuesday, one hundred and twenty-five hands arrived here for the purpose of
beginning the work on the Georgia Pacific. Yesterday morning, they began preparing the
graded portion of the road for the reception of crossties and iron.” The editor continued,
“The men are from Virginia and are under Messrs. Wright and Smith, who have a
contract on the road. This looks like business.”®

The town of Tallapoosa Georgia was incorporated in 1860. It is located approximately 60
miles west of Atlanta. The Georgia Pacific railroad came to Tallapoosa in 1882. Tallapoosa’s
boom period began in the late 1880°s and was primarily due to booster efforts by local
businessmen and northern investment.” What began in 1882, and repeated again in 1887, as an
attempt to develop Tallapoosa as a textile town using local investors progressed in 1890 to an
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iron town reliant on northeastern capital from investors.*® In 1888, Tallapoosa had 49 buildings
occupied by businesses. By 1909, that number had increased to 115. The following quote was
taken from an 1890 article about Tallapoosa in The Atlanta Constitution:

“R. L. Spencer hosted a Tallapoosa New England booster excursion party and Colonel A.
J. McBride, to entice northern investment occurred in March of 1890. The results were
that, “The party has invested $50,000 in our railroad, the Georgia, Tennessee and
Illinois... Then the excursionists completed the stock subscription to the Capital bank, and
made other investments-altogether about $150,000 at Tallapoosa.”*

The town of Dallas Georgia was created by an act of the Georgia General Assembly on
February 8, 1854. In the months leading up to the Civil War (1861-65), Paulding County,
largely rural and inhabited by a majority of nonslaveholding citizens, was a cooperationist
county. A large number of Paulding County men joined the Confederate forces, and both
civilians and soldiers saw action in the county. In the late 1850s the town no longer elected
officers and a new charter was issued in 1883. After the Civil War the county languished for
decades, experiencing the difficulties common to other agricultural areas in the South. In 1882,
the East Tennessee, Virginia, and Georgia Railroad built lines through Dallas.? In 1895, Dallas
had 42 buildings occupied by businesses. By 1911, that number had increased to 78. The
following quote was taken from an article about Dallas in The Atlanta Constitution:

“Dallas has hitherto been one of Georgia’s isolated small towns, and comparatively
unimportant; but this is changed. Soon the vitalizing influences of the locomotive, which
gives a healthful glow to every section it traverses, will be passing through the town, both
ways. Property is advancing in price. A new town has been surveyed and divided into
business and resident lots.?!

Analysis of the Sanborn maps for each of these towns reveals steady industrial and cotton
related business growth during the New South booster years of 1885-1911. Each of the four
towns examined acquired a railroad line, train depot, post office, printing office, cotton mills and
supporting businesses, manufacturing companies, industrial warehouses and storage, municipal
buildings, and banks (see Fig. 2). The average growth rate of buildings that housed businesses
was 43.13% (see Appendix 1). The most prominent growth in business types were: Black
Smiths, Dry Goods, Furniture Stores, General Stores, Grocery Stores, Hardware, Hotels, Livery,
Millinery, Offices, Storages, Cotton Warehouses, and Warehouses (see Fig. 3). This type of
business growth indicates the push for industrial development and enterprise. Each town’s
railroad fed into Atlanta. These west Georgia towns were pit stops for trade and commerce.
Over their shop counters, the products of their mills, companies, and the local farms were
distributed as well as goods from the north. Some scholars would argue that time and
development is what transformed turn of the century embryonic thoroughfares into the principal
places of exchange for the industrial revolution.?
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Douglasville’s transformation from village to modern town was a result of not only
postbellum economic conditions and the acquisition of a railroad but its booster businessmen and
politicians who supported the New South Creed. The physical manifestation of this ideology
was facilitated by northern investment. Each of the three towns examined have similar
commercial building architectural elements that are not unique to the South and can be
considered typical of any late twentieth century boomtown. The commercial buildings in this
time frame tended to share a remarkable similarity to each other and created a strong visual
image for a town. Because the building storefronts of this era were composed of similar parts,
the blocks have a consistent, organized and coordinated appearance that still exists in historic
business districts today.

The concept of the commercial district, or Main Street, from its inception, has been a creation
of centralization; whether at the confluence of ancient roads, the center of a medieval town, or on
our own shores adjacent to a nineteenth century canal port, Main Streets have served as magnets
for commerce.” The development of a successful means of generating commerce was the
primary goal that postbellum New South Boosters were striving for when they planned and built
the commercial districts. As northern investors poured their money into southern boomtowns,
northern architects descended on the South and northern architecture was adopted as a means of
rapidly creating profitable modern southern towns. The most prevalent example of this is seen in
the mills and basic commercial facades of the buildings in the historic districts of these towns.
For the purposes of brevity | will focus exclusively on the buildings in the commercial districts.

The basic commercial fagade of this time period consisted of three parts: the storefront with
an entrance and display windows, the upper facade usually with regularly spaced windows, and
the cornice that caps the building.?* These components appear in many shapes, sizes and styles,
but result in essentially the same facade. Richard Longstreath, in an approach reminiscent of
Fred Kniffen’s regional classification of building types, has determined a standard for Main
Street architectural types by grouping them into categories. Most of the commercial buildings in
the four towns being examined can be categorized as One-Part or Two-Part Commercial Block
designs.” These commercial building types are based on two separate components of the
facades; the storefronts and the upper facades. One-Part Commercial Blocks are composed of
storefronts and detailing such as an ornamental cornice just above the storefront while Two-Part
Commercial Blocks are at least two stories in height with a storefront on the first floor and a
separate treatment for the upper story areas.?

The commercial buildings of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century have storefronts
on the first floor level that are largely transparent in nature, incorporating large plate glass
windows for the display of merchandise. Technological advances in the mid-nineteenth century
allowed for these larger glass areas.?” Storefront windows were typically framed on the sides by
piers of wood, brick, stone, or cast iron that help to tie the storefront visually and architecturally
to the rest of the building fagade. These elements, along with horizontal steel beams positioned
above the panes of glass, provide needed structural support for the upper stories of the
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building.”® Several of late nineteenth century commercial buildings in all four towns still retain
their original cast iron storefronts (see fig. 4).

Douglasville Georgia’s historic commercial district is comprised primarily of late ninetieth
and early twentieth century brick buildings that range from one to two stories in height.
Typically, a late nineteenth and early twentieth century commercial building is oriented to the
street and is positioned on the lot line with little or no setback from the public sidewalk. All four
towns reflect this building orientation. Since brick was locally plentiful, it was the favored
building material and a majority of all structures in the district were originally made of brick. As
style weaned itself from the ornate Victorian influence, less decorative and more functional
designs became the hallmark of early twentieth century design. A significant number of building
facades in Douglasville, are capped by a wooden or metal cornice, patterned brickwork, referred
to as “corbelling”, or a parapet wall that helps to articulate the fagcade and contribute to the
building’s overall character.® These types of commercial architectural features still exist in each
of the four towns (see fig. 5).

Other similarities to northern commercial architecture are found in the building construction
of the upper stories of the Douglasville’s commercial buildings, and the other regional towns
being examined, and include: double hung vertically oriented windows of a smaller dimension
than the storefront windows in the upper story areas (see fig. 6). In the late ninetieth century,
these windows often were embellished with decorative wooden, brick, stone, or cast iron window
hoods and sills (see fig. 7). The architectural features found in Douglasville, Dallas, and
Tallapoosa are consistent with Longstreath’s description of period commercial buildings. All of
Longstreath’s examples are from northern architects.

The Douglasville commercial district was composed not only of stores, warehouses, and
offices, but as the success of industrialization and enterprise began to manifest itself growth
occurred, it gained the addition of churches, banks, a hotel, a Masonic lodge, jail, and a
permanent brick courthouse. The most elaborate Main Street buildings came as banks, office
building, hotels, theaters and fraternal halls also commonly took the Two-part form during this
period. ** Douglasville was no exception to this trend. Both the Douglas County Farmers and
Merchants Bank and the Douglasville Banking Company exemplify this. Douglasville’s first
bank was chartered in 1886, and open in 1891, and moved to its current Broad Street location in
1904. This Beaux Arts style building, built of Chattanooga pressed brick with marble trimming,
is a beautiful example of quality both on the inside and outside of the building (see Fig. 8).
Douglasville’s second bank, the Farmers and Merchants Bank, opened its doors May 1, 1907,
two years after Douglasville’s first bank, the Douglasville Banking Co. opened. The Farmers
and Merchants Bank was located on the corner of Broad and Campbellton Streets. The banks’
significant architectural style is an example of the quality of buildings being constructed in
Douglasville at that time. The round window above the door and the fan shaped windows were
handmade German glass and crystal (see Fig. 9). Banks rank amount he most elaborate
examples of commercial architecture and are further distinguished by having greater consistency
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in the treatment of all stories.®* Both of Douglasville’s banks were constructed with true
craftsmanship and great expense.

Although modest and restrained compared to similar period Atlanta counterparts, the
buildings in Douglasville’s commercial districts have in common rich and varied architectural
details with other railroad towns in the region. Elaborate cornices and brackets, detailed
entryways, doors and window headers, a variety of moldings, and fine, early storefronts are
typical in the all towns examined and hint of northern commercial architectural influence.

The promotion of the railroad and industry served as a focal point for the New South brand of
ideology that evolved in Georgia during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
rise of southern railroad towns and the farmers’ shift to cash crop agriculture were mutually
reinforcing trends that fostered a spirit of entrepreneurial boosterism among local businessmen
and professionals.®® As railroads and diversified trade became integral elements of the South’s
economic renaissance during the 1880s, entrepreneurs with ties to their city’s economy assumed
key leadership roles and the building and modernizing of what was once small rural Georgia
villages into modern prosperous towns had commenced. The orientation of Douglasville’s
commercial district to its railroad, the types of buildings and business that emerged during this
time period, and the architectural Main Street features of the buildings all indicate the presence
of New South booster ideology.

The socio-economic approach to studying commercial district architecture attempts an
explanation based on responses to social constructs. These constructs had a great affect on the
psychology of individual builders, as well as groups of builders. This approach suggests a
greater capacity for interpretation than what the object-oriented approach can offer the
architectural historian. The socio-economic approach would shift the study of the commercial
building from a problem of classifying and interpreting architectural features, to the
understanding of the motivations for building the district and eventually understanding the social
and economic role that each building contributed. This process is based on mental proclivities
that are influenced by social pressures originating from several sources such as economics or
ideology.®* While this essay did not delve into each building’s unique story, an understanding of
the genesis of Douglasville’s historic commercial district will lay the foundation for examination
of its individual buildings. Without this understanding Douglasville’s historic commercial
architecture can easily be interpreted as any other period boomtown historic district. This one-
dimensional approach negates the historical significance of the time, place, events, economic,
politics, ideologies, or people associated with Douglasville’s historic commercial buildings.
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