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The design of J. Riely Gordon for the Wise County Courthouse
was similar to but not identical with his design for the Ellis
County Courthouse. One of a number of Texas courthouses designed by
J. Riely Gordon in a Romanesque Revival idiom, the Wise County
Courthouse exhibits a number of characteristics of form, such as,
the use of turrets, a tower, broken massing, and fine ashlar masonry
of contrasting textures. 1In addition, it reveals the Greek cross plan
developed by Gordon with access at the four reentrants and a central
stair.

The broken massing produced by the cruciform plan lent itself
readily to the stylistic vocabulary of the Romanesque Revival. Turrets
and dormers mark the east and west facades. At the north and south
elevations the arms of the cross are connected visually by the
swinging curve of the four entry pavilions. The central tower with
its bartizans, setbacks and dormers dominates the composition.

Particularly distinctive is the fine masonry work throughout.
Exterior walls were of Texas granite. The specifications called for
"quality granite in two colors selected by the architect . . . laid
up in pitch-faced and pean hammered alternating courses with pointed
beds and joints." The main columns were of polished pink granite.
Terra cotta in the friezes, turrets and dormers was used extensively.
For the roof, "the best quality Bangor slate of very light blue
color" was specified. '

The interior was appointed with equal attention to detail. = The
floors were a finish of marble tiles of contrasting hue in a
checkerboard pattern. Bases and wainscoting in the lobbies, halls
and stairways were also of marble.

The outstanding and distinctive quality of the construction and
overall design of the Wise County Courthouse mark it as worthy of
conservation.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Wise County named for Henry A. Wise of Virginia was created
from Cooke County in 1856 and organized. in the same year with
Taylorsville, later renamed Decatur as the county seat. The first
courthouse was built in 1860. On October 13 of that year, the
Clarksville Standard advertised that "the building of a courthouse
will be let to the lowest responsible bidder. . .in Novemver 1860."
It was specified to be "a frame building thirty-six feet square, two
stories high." The contractor was to furnish materials. On November
26, 1881, this building was destroyed by fire. By great effort
the county records were saved. The Fort Worth Daily Democrat reported
that, "the loss will be a serious one to the county, but it will be
the means of securing a new courthouse which was very much needed."

Architect R.F. Sayers was chosen by the County Commissioners
on December 15, 1881, to prepare plans and specifications for the
construction of a new courthouse. The plans were to contain, "one
large room for the County Clerk, one large room for the Collector
and Treasurer and not less than four other rooms and one sufficiently
large for the County Court. Also three fire-proof vaults below the
stairs, one for the County Clerk, one for the Distric Clerk, and a
small vault for the Treasurer. The arrangement upstairs will
comprise one Large Court Room, Grand and Petit Jury Rooms." For the
design and supervision of this project, architect Sayers was to
receive the sum of $1,200. On February 25, 1882 the contract was let
to the firm of W. Johnson and Tom Hogan for stonework at a price of
$18,735.00 and to Joseph Kane, contractor, for all other work
totaling $15,600. In March, Sayers was discharged for failure to
inspect the work and J. Kane was hired as supervisor. By December
1882, the work was largely complete.

On January 9, 1895, flames destroyed the second courthouse.
Following the fire the County Commissioners rented a building from
the Wise County National Bank to serve as a temporary seat and
proceeded to deliberate on the choice of an architect to design a new
courthouse. The commissioners were alloted $3.00 a day to travel to
San Antonio and other points to inspect local Temples of Justice.
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