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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Meridian, Mississippi, is located in the state's most extensive upland, the north
central hl11s region. The city's multiple resource area has its northern boundary 
along a ridge which slopes gently down to the southern boundary in the valley through 
which runs Sowashee Creek, and consists of the square mile included in the January, 
1860, village incorporation of Meridian. The area contains a collection of building 
styles representative of the period from the post-Civil War boom through the early 
decades of the twentieth century. 

The early central business district developed in the blocks parallel to the railroad 
tracks running east-west, and grew northward. Within this area,blocks are rectangular 
and streets are wide, but no open spaces or parks were included in the original design. 
Immediately outside the urban core are triangular and odd-shaped blocks. This irregular 
pattern is the apparent result of the intersection of the plans of two rival founding 
fathers. 

Almost every architectural style of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, 
from Ita1ianate row buildings to an Art Deco skyscraper, is found within the area of 
historic Meridian, which contains approximately 160 commercial, civic, residential, and 
ecclesiastical buildings. The differences between the buildings in the districts and 
those outside make for an interesting comparison. The compact, cohesive quality of 
the consecutive district storefronts contrasts with the isolation of the more monumental 
individual structures, generally designed by architects and expressing a particular style 
or eclectic use of the classical vocabulary. These individual buildings, constructed 
at a time when the community was well established, 'have also enjoyed more attention 
than those in the business district, which are now largely vacant and neglected. 

Within the multiple resource square mile, 82% of the buildings serve (or have served) 
commercial purposes. Other present uses include industrial (8%), residential (3.5%), 
government (2.5%), religious (2%), and museum, education, and entertainment (2%). 

The survey of this area was conducted during the fall of 1978 by Jody Cook, architectural 
historian, Mississippi Department of Archives and History. The square mile of the 
1860 incorporation limits was inspected for architectural and historical properties. 
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 
The area contained within Section 13, Township 6 North, Range 16 East, Meridian, 
Mississippi. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The multiple resources of historic Meridian are illustrative of the distinctly post
bellum character of a city that owes its beginning and growth to the American railroad 
system. The Lauderdale County hamlet of one square mile (the multiple resource area) 
that was incorporated in 1860 grew to become Mississippi's largest, most progressive 
city following the turn of the century, and with the exception of Jackson is the only 
city in the state with a defined inner-city core. In addition to the outstanding 
individual structures within the square mile, there are two districts: a central 
business district and a smaller depot district comprised primarily of industrial buildings.= 
These districts are separated by only two blocks, modern intrusions and parking lot~ ~ 

necessitating the division. ~ 

The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in September, 1830, removed, the Choctaw Indians from 
eastern Mississippi, and in the following year Richard McLemore of Virginia became 
the first white settler in the area in which Meridian would be founded. Lauderdale 
County was established in 1833 as a result of the increased population that resulted 
from McLemore's offer of free lands to encourage settlement. In 1853, Catholic 
missionaries carne to the village of Sowashee on Sowashee Creek, the future site of 
Meridian. When the first Mobile and Ohio train stopped at Sowashee Station on October 
29, 1055, the fateful link with the railroad was made. Rivalry between founding 
fathers John T. Ball and Lewis A. Ragsdale for a time created a controversy over the 
name for the town, but in 1860 the question was settled when railroad officials secured 
a charter for "Meri-dian." 

III 

On the eve of the Civil War, Meridian was a community of only fifteen families on a 
spur tract of the Mobile and Ohio at a point that the railroad did not consider ~ 
significant enough to merit a station. The iSrowth brougnt on by the war was early n _cognition,,_ 
of a geographical location made advantageous by the Mobile and Ohio railroad. Meridian 
became a strategic location after linkage with the Mississippi River via the Vicksburg
Montgomery railway line completed in May, 1862, and the wartime center was the site 
of a Confederate arsenal, military hospital, prisoner-of-war stockade, and headquarters 
for a number of state officials. For a time Meridian served as the temporary state 
capital (G.K. Shank, "Meridian: A City at Birth, During the Civil War, and in Recon
struction," M.A. thesis, Mississippi State University, 1961, p. 42). In February, 
1864, ' Gen. Leonidas Polk, commander of Confederate forces headquartered at Meridian, 
was forced by the advance of Sherman's army to withdraw to Demopolis, Alabama. "For 
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5 days 10,000 men worked hard and with a will in the work of destruction" (Shank, p.43), 
but despite Sherman's devastation tracks were repaired in 26 working days and the city ~ 
continued in its strategic military role. After its surrender, Meridian was a parole 
center. 
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