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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The design of J. Riely Gordon f o r the Wise County Courthouse 
was s i m i l a r t o but not i d e n t i c a l w i t h h i s design f o r the E l l i s 
County Courthouse. One o f a number o f Texas courthouses designed by 
J. Riely Gordon i n a Romanesque Revival idiom, the Wise County 
Courthouse e x h i b i t s a number o f c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f form, such as, 
the use o f t u r r e t s , a tower, broken massing, and f i n e ashlar masonry 
of c o n t r a s t i n g t e x t u r e s . I n a d d i t i o n , i t reveals the Greek cross plan 
developed by Gordon w i t h access at the four reentrants and a c e n t r a l 
s t a i r . 

The broken massing produced by the crucifoinni plan l e n t i t s e l f 
r e a d i l y t o the s t y l i s t i c vocabulary o f the Romanesque Revival. Turrets 
and dormers mark the east and west facades. At the n o r t h and south 
ele v a t i o n s the arms o f the cross are connected v i s u a l l y by the 
swinging curve of the fou r e n t r y p a v i l i o n s . The c e n t r a l tower w i t h 
i t s b a r t i z a n s , setbacks and dormers dominates the composition. 

P a r t i c u l a r l y d i s t i n c t i v e i s the f i n e masonry work throughout. 
E x t e r i o r w a l l s were o f Texas g r a n i t e . The s p e c i f i c a t i o n s c a l l e d f o r 
" q u a l i t y g r a n i t e i n two colors selected by the a r c h i t e c t . . . l a i d 
up i n p i t c h - f a c e d and pean hammered a l t e r n a t i n g courses w i t h pointed 
beds and j o i n t s . " The main columns were o f polished pink g r a n i t e . 
Terra c o t t a i n the f r i e z e s , t u r r e t s and dormers was used e x t e n s i v e l y . 
For the r o o f , "the best q u a l i t y Bangor s l a t e o f very l i g h t blue 
c o l o r " was s p e c i f i e d . 

The i n t e r i o r was appointed w i t h equal a t t e n t i o n t o d e t a i l . The 
f l o o r s were a f i n i s h of marble t i l e s of c o n t r a s t i n g hue i n a 
checkerboard p a t t e r n . Bases and wainscoting i n the l o b b i e s , h a l l s 
and stairways were also o f marble. 

The outstanding and d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t y of the c o n s t r u c t i o n and 
o v e r a l l design o f the Wise County Courthouse mark i t as worthy of 
conservation. 



Ll SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD 

—PREHISTORIC 

—1400-1499 

—1500-1599 

— 1600-1699 

—1700-1799 

X - l 800-1899 

—1900-

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE 

—ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC 

—ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC 

—AGRICULTURE 

XARCHITECTURE 

—ART 

—COMMERCE 

—COMMUNICATIONS 

—COMMUNITY PLANNING 

—CONSERVATION 

—ECONOMICS 

—EDUCATION 

—ENGINEERING 

—EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT 

—INDUSTRY 

—INVENTION 

CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

—LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 

—LAW 

— LITERATURE 

—MILITARY 

—MUSIC 

—PHILOSOPHY 

—POLITICS/GOVERNMENT 

—RELIGION 

—SCIENCE 

—SCULPTURE 

—SOCIAL/HUMANITARIAN 

—THEATER 

—TRANSPORTATION 

—OTHER ISPECIFY) 

SPECIFIC DATES 
1895-1897 

BUILDER/ARCHITECT 
J . R i e l y Gordon 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Wise County named f o r Henry A. Wise of V i r g i n i a was created 
from Cooke County i n 1856 and organized i n the same year w i t h 
T a y l o r s v i l l e , l a t e r renamed Decatur as the county seat. The f i r s t 
courthouse was b u i l t i n 1860. On October 13 o f t h a t year, the 
C l a r k s v i l l e Standard advertised t h a t "the b u i l d i n g o f a courthouse 
w i l l be l e t t o the lowest responsible bidder. . . i n Novemver 1860." 
I t was s p e c i f i e d t o be "a frame b u i l d i n g t h i r t y - s i x f e e t square, two 
s t o r i e s high." The c o n t r a c t o r was t o f u r n i s h m a t e r i a l s . On November 
26, 1881, t h i s b u i l d i n g was destroyed by f i r e . By great e f f o r t 
the county records were saved. The Fort Worth Daily Democrat reported 
t h a t , "the loss w i l l be a serious one t o the county, but i t w i l l be 
the means o f securing a new courthouse which was very much needed." 

A r c h i t e c t R.F. Sayers was chosen by the County Commissioners 
on December 15, 1881, t o prepare plans and s p e c i f i c a t i o n s f o r the 
co n s t r u c t i o n o f a new courthouse. The plans were t o co n t a i n , "one 
large room f o r the County Clerk, one large room f o r the C o l l e c t o r 
and Treasurer and not less than f o u r other rooms and one s u f f i c i e n t l y 
large f o r the County Court. Also three f i r e - p r o o f v a u l t s below the 
s t a i r s , one f o r the County Clerk, one f o r the D i s t r i c Clerk, and a 
small v a u l t f o r the Treasurer. The arrangement u p s t a i r s w i l l 
comprise one Large Court Room, Grand and P e t i t Jury Rooms." For the 
design and supervision o f t h i s p r o j e c t , a r c h i t e c t Sayers was t o 
receive the sum of $1,200. On February 25, 1882 the c o n t r a c t was l e t 
to the f i r m o f W. Johnson and Tom Hogan f o r stonework a t a p r i c e of 
$18,735.00 and t o Joseph Kane, c o n t r a c t o r , f o r a l l other work 
t o t a l i n g $15,600. I n March, Sayers was discharged f o r f a i l u r e t o 
inspect the work and J. Kane was h i r e d as supervisor. By December 
1882, the work was l a r g e l y complete. 

On January 9, 1895, flames destroyed the second courthouse. 
Following the f i r e the County Commissioners rented a b u i l d i n g from 
the Wise County N a t i o n a l Bank t o serve as a temporary seat and 
proceeded t o d e l i b e r a t e on the choice of an a r c h i t e c t t o design a new 
courthouse. The commissioners were a l l o t e d $3.00 a day t o t r a v e l t o 
San Antonio and other p o i n t s t o inspect l o c a l Temples of J u s t i c e . 
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