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The old Wesson public school building, a brick structure with a high basement,
consists of a two-story eleven-bay central portion flanked by three-story towers.
Attached to the central portion is a two-tiered bracketed gallery with central
entrances on both floors. Windows in the central portion have segmental arches;
tower windows have round arches and are accented with corbeled drip molds. The

corners of the towers are pilastered and project beyond the roof line. Corbeled
tables adorn the frieze.
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The old public school building at Wesson was, according to its cornerstone, "erected
1889; destroyed by fire 1890; rebuilt 1893." A locally important landmark, it is one
of three remaining public buildings associated with the town's remarkable post-Civil
War development and prosperity. The importance of the school derives from an archi-
tectural style which links it inextricably to the early significance of the town.

In 1866 Col. James Madison Wesson (1815-1899), a textile manufacturer, moved from
Choctaw County, Mississippi, to Copiah County, where he founded a textile industry,

the Mississippi Manufacturing Company, and fostered the development of the town that
bears his name. The industry, subsequently known as the Mississippi Mills, employed
several thousand people during its most productive period and was often cited as the
"largest manufacturing institution south of the Ohio River and the South's best single
example of post-war economic recovery." Before 1888 three substantial brick multistory
buildings had been erected. Although demolished in 1920, photographs of these structures
reveal a marked similarity in style to the old public school. It is locally believed that
the design for the school was prepared by the mill's architect, a tradition supported by
the mill's donation of land on which the school building stands.

The old Wesson public school was used for educational purposes until 1960. Soon there-
after, Wesson residents worked to preserve the school and to adapt it for use as a
community center. In 1975 the community center was named to honor Mr. and Mrs. Frank
Oswalt, local educators instrumental in the preservation of the school building.
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8 - SIGNIFICANCES ( 0l1d Wesson Public School)

In sharp contrast to the lusty growth of the 1840s and 1850s, the economy of Missis-
sippi in the post-Civil War era (1865-1900) largely precluded the building of substantial
structures resembling the mainstream of contemporary American architectural design. Thus,
the preponderance of nineteenth century Revival examples predate the Civil War, leaving
the remaining thirty-five years of the century with only a handful of major building pro-
jects. The Second Romanesque Revival style is therefore represented in Mississippi by
precious few examples making each a valuable resource worthy of preservation.

The 0ld Wesson Public School is an imaginative and emminently pleasing example of the
Second Romanesque Revival style adapted to the Mississippi climate by its prominent eleven-
bay double gallery. While it may be considered a somewhat watered-down cousin of its
northern contemporaries, the school nonetheless is important to the architectural history
of Mississippi.
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