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APPEARANCE 

The Selma Public School was built in 1922 to replace an earlier 

building, o~ the same site, that had been destroyed by fire in 1920. 

The bUi,lding was designed by the Wilson archi tectural firm, Ben ton and 

Benton and the construction contract went to J. W. Stout and Company, 

from Sanford. Th~ three story Gothic R~vival building has a projecting 

three bay central block wi th attac,hed ,side wings. A broad flight of 

stone stairs 'leads to the ceritral entrance it the second floor level, 

with ·the first floor forming a high base. The central entrance bay, 

flanked by brick pilasters, has ~ l~rge pointed arch opening with a 

carved limestone panel above containing the letters uSPS" (Selma 

Public Schoo~). The central bay is capped by a stepped parapet with a 

carved cartouche and carved limestone pinnacles atop the brick 

pilasters. The end bays of the central block contain tripartite 

windows with limestone surrounds. A fake limestone balustrade 

corresponds with the window openings in the parapet. The two flanking 
"" 

side wings, which contain classroom spaces, have decorated brick faces 

in a diamond pattern with li~estone accents. 

The H-plan of the structure houses two detached classroom wings 

connected at the first and second floors by the aua~torium and former 

lunchroom. Two triple arch arcades with end flights of steps mark 

the entrances to the classroom wings and the auditorium at the second 

floor level. 
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The Selma Public School is an excellent example of public school buildings 
constructed across the state during the 1920'so The siting of the school, 
at the end of North Massey Street, is a visually dramatic terminus to the 
small scale residential street. Designed by the architectural firm, Benton 
& Benton, the public school is a prime example of this prolific Wilson, 
N. C. architectural firm. The partnership of Charles Collins and Frank 
Warthall Benton was formed in 1915 and lasted ~ntil 1935, with several 
schools, apartment buildings, a fire station and private residences completed 
during the twenty year partnership. The well proportioned exterior is 
augmented by finely carved Gothic Revival stone details. The building is 
a symbolic reminder of the importance that education has played in the history 
of Selma. 
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CRITERIA ASSESSMENT 

A . The S elm a Pub 1 i c S c h 00 1 ~ s rep r e S"8 n tat i ve 0 f s c h 001 b u i 1 din g s 
built during the 1920's across the state at a time of economic prosperity. 

C. The building is a prime example of the work of Benton & Benton, 
a prolific Wilson architectural firm active from 1915 to 1935. The 
architectural design, executed in a mature eclectic style, presents a 
well proportioned front elevat~on coupled with finely articulated Gothic 
Revival exterior details. The ,siting of the bUilding, at the terminus of a 
residential street, is both visually dramatic and highly symbolic of the 
importance that has been placed on education throughout the history of 
Selma. 



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Education and the educational~'system has played an important part 
in Selma's history The rst school was beg~n 'in 1869 and consisted 
of a one room building, no more than a shack In 1875 John A Waddell, 
co owner of the Wilson Lumber CompanY'2started a pay school on the 
second floor of his new home in Selma. This pay school was later 
followed by others. The Selma Masonic Lodge #320, which had been 
chartered in 1872, granted Benjamin Hatcher the use of rooms on th] 
first floor of the lodge building in 1876, for another pay school. 

The finest pay school that Selma had was built in 1880 by John 
Waddell, and was probably an outgrowth of the earlier school effort 
he started in his house. The Selma Academy became quite a reputable 
institution, dFawing students from the neighboring counties of Wake, 
Wayne, Wilson and Franklin. At'the Academy's height in the early 
1890's it had an enrollment of nearly one hundred studenSs, at a time 
when the population of SeJma was not over seven hundred. The first 
principal of the Academy' was Dr. Henry Louis Smith, a Greensboro native, 
he stayed at this post until about 1890. Dr. Smith left the Academy 
and became president of Davidson College ( ) in Davidson, 
North Carolina and later president of Washington and Lee University 
(1912-1929) in Lexington, Virginia. Dr. Smitg's brother, C. Alphonso 
Smith also taught at the Academy at one time. 

In 1886 Robert Eason became superintendent of a new pay school 
which was located on North Green Street. This pay school became the 
Selma Graded School, the first free school in Selma, in 1901 when the 
building was 6turned to face Waddell Street and a new classroom wing was 
constructed. Frederick Archer became principal of the school in 1901. 
The 1911 Sanborn Map Company's Ma9 of Selma lists the Graded School as 
a wood, two story frame building. 

About 1915 the Graded School building was moved accross the 
Southern Railroad to the site of the present Richard B. Harrison 
School. The building was used as a black school and replaced an earlier 
school that was started C. 1880. About 1933 the wood frame building 
burned and was rep~aced by the present three story bric~ building 
in 1935, designed by C. C. Hook, a Charlotte architect. 

MAJOR BIBLIOGR~HICAL 

1. Selma Centennial Commission. Selma, North Carolina 1867-1967 
"Selma's Colorful Cen'tury". 1967 . 

... .. 
2. The Smithfield Herald. February 25, 1916. 

ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY 

UTM REFERENCES 

less than 1 acre 

For Boundary description please see attached map. 



On February 25, 1916, the Smith eld Herald announced plans for a 

new Graded School, to be erected on West Richardson Street 9 The con 

tractors were listed as Joe W. Stout and Company, a firm from Sanford; 

they were also the contractors for the Selma Town Hall and Opera House 

(1916)@ 10 This new school, on the same site as the present building, 

opened in 1917~. Three years later the building was destroyed by fire. 

The fire was the result of arson, started by Oscar Melvin, a former janitor 

1 1 of the school. -Plans for a new school were put into action in 1921 

when the Selma School Board, consisting of: Dr. R. J. Noble, chairman; 

George F& Brietz, secretary; L~ D. Deb~an, treasurer; Dr. George D. Vick, 

P. C. Worley, J. F. Smith and N. E. Ward, trustees; and W. B. Crumpton, 
12 . . 13 

superintendent; sucessfully marketed $175,000 worth of school bonds. 

The new school was designed by the Wilson architectural firm, Benton and 

Benton. Charles Collins Benton and his brother, Frank Warthall Benton, 

began their architectural practice in 1915 and continued practicing 

together until 1935. 14 The contractors for the project were again J. W. 

Stout and Company. The school was formally dedicated in May 1922 during 

th 1 t · 15 e annua commencemen excerSlses. 

The Selma Graded School was accredited in 1932 by the Association 
. '~' 

of Colleges and Secondary Schools of the Southern States, which attested 

to the high standards the sch~ol was a:ble to maintain. 16 The building 

was enlarged in 1938 as part of a Works Progress Administration (WPA) 

project, adding a six classroom wing. 17 

With the consolidatioD of the white and black schools in Selma 

in 1969, the Selma Graded School became an elementary school, with 

Harrison serving as the high school. In 1973 a new high school was 

opened, consolidating both Smithfield and Selma high schools. Harrison 

then became a junior high school. 

Several recent additions, spanning the late 1950's through the 

1970's, have been made the original Graded School's site. However, 



8 Historical Background . Continued 
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the integrity of the building has been maintained The building is 

one of the more monumental structures in Selma and embodies the importance 

that Selma and the booming economy of the 1920's placed on education. 
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Everitt P Stevens House 
E side SR 1003 at SR 1934 
Selma MRN III 
Selma Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 
17 745000/3938230 

Nowell-Mayerburg-Oliver House 
312 W. Anderson Street 
Selma MRN II 5 
Selma Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1~24000 
17 746020/3935830 

William E. Smith House 
309 W. Railroad Street 
SElma MRN 116 
Selma Qaadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 
17 745990/3935620 
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. 'Noah Edward Edgerton House 
301 Wr Railroad Street 
Selma MRN 1/ 7 
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Memo Selma Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 
17 745070/3935660 
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Selma Graded School 
W Richardson Street 
Selma MRN II 4 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 
17 746400/39352000 
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Selma Historic District 
Selma MRN 112 
Selma Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 

17 745280/3935660 

Union Station 
E. Railroad Street 
Selma MRN If 3 
gel~ Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24 000 
17 746580/39353000 

Waddell-Oliver House 
N side Pine Level Road 
Selma MRN II 8 
Selma Quadrangle 
Zone 17 Scale 1:24000 
17 747800/39346000 




