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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Old Wilkes County Jail is one of the most unusually designed struc­ 
tures of its kind in Georgia. It was designed in a Romanesque style and buil 
under the direction of the McDonald Brothers Jail Building Company of Louis­ 
ville, Kentucky.

Constructed of red brick in comnfci bond, the jail is basically a two 
story with basement, square, hipped Jjpf structure with a belt coursing of 
rough stone. The front facade in design follows the covered stairway, under- 
which is a post and lintel stone-faced doorway. Brick designs including flat 
gauged apertures between each column, indented square brick patterns, and a 
brick, dentilled cornice along the stepped and gabled rooflines help to make 
up this elaborate design. A series of small round head arches form a pattern 
across the gabled portion of the roof. The six-over-six windows have flat 
gauged brick work above each window. These windows have been slightly altere 1 
to make the opening smaller.

Originally the interior had eight cell blocks with four on each floor. 
Each cell was divided and floored by eight by ten blocks of Indiana limestone 
The method of heating was a system of moat-like ducts on the interior periph­ 
ery of the structure and in an L-shape through the center of the four room 
plan. Theoretically the limestone would absorb and transmit the heat upward 
through the floor.

Over the course of years the jail has been altered to suit various func­ 
tions: wood flooring was placed over the limestone flooring, rooms petitioned, 
an interior stair was built, then later removed. Many of the limestone 
blocks that were removed from the jail are on a rear lot.

Recently the jail was acquired by a preservation-minded individual who 
plans to restore it for adaptive use as a townhouse.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Old Wilkes County Jail, built in 1891, is designed in the Roman*- 
esque style by the McDonald Brothers Jail Building Company of Louisville, 
Kentucky, with a heating system that was both innovative and experimental. 
The building was used as a jail house for less than twenty years, then as a 
house, and later as an apartment-restaurant. Presently plans are being made 
for its adaptive use as a town house.

The Old Jail, as it is commonly referred to, was built to meet a need 
for a better jail, a need that had been discussed in the Grand Jury minutes 
since the 1870's. The new jail, the contract of which was awarded to 
McDonald Brothers Jail Building Company on January 22, 1891, for a total 
cost of $8,250, was built on the site that the county had owned since 1821. 
The McDonald Brothers Jail Building Company was very well known for its jai] 
and public building designs in the South and Mid-West during the last twenty 
years of the nineteenth century.

Three of the McDonald brothers, Harry, Kenneth and Donald McDonald, 
formed the McDonald Brothers Company in 1883, which continued at least until 
1891. Although the Louisville city directory lists them all as architects, 
Harry was also president of the Louisville Bottle and Extract Manufacturing 
Company and president of the McDonald Brothers Building Company; Kenneth 
was the secretary of the jail company and Donald was the general manager. 
Both Harry and Donald attended the engineering school of Washington College.

The McDonald Brothers' design for the jail was the Romanesque style 
that was popular during the late nineteenth century. This style is evidenced 
in the solidarity and strength exhibited in the square brick pillars, the 
shadow-box plaque and dentil designs and the rough stone banding? The jail 1 
exterior design was up-to-the-minute stylistically, but the heating system 
design more closely approached that of an experiment perhaps even being a 
forerunner of the duct or forced air method of heating. A fire was to be 
built outside, with the hot air drawn in through a system of moat-like 
tunnels formed by large limestone blocks. In theory, the warm air was 
apparently expected to be conducted upwards in the ducts and transmitted to 
the cells through the porous limestone walls and floor. This system, howevei 
did not function as expected and was a major reason that the jail was used 
for such a short period.

In the Superior Court Minutes of May 1892, the Grand Jury expressed its 
great satisfaction with the new j.ail. They also praised its cleanliness anc
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8. Significance (continued)

comfort in comparison with the old jail. They recommended the building of a 
fence and the installation of blinds at the windows. However, in their pre­ 
sentments that were published in the Wilkes County Chronicle on June 4, 1895, 
the Wilkes County Commissioners announced that they would accept bids on a 
contract for a new heating system for the jail. With the change in heating 
systems, the old jail appears to have limped along until it was abandoned in 
favor of a newer jail which was built between 1910 and 1911.

The McDonald Brothers-built jail was apparently vacant and deteriorating 
from the turn of the century until the early 1930's. The rundown building 
changed ownership several times during the 1930's and the 1940's. The ground 
floor at one time was operated as the Royal Cafe, while the upper floor was 
made into an apartment during this period. The present owner plans to remodel 
the interior, reconstruct a fence, and use the structure as a town house.
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