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1 Executive Summary 

The history of Thomson is inextricably linked to the development of the railroad. Thomson was 

founded in 1837 with the construction of the railroad and associated depot. Early buildings were 

built close to the railroad and were typically associated with railroad commerce and industry. 

Residential buildings were located further away from the railroad. As the town grew, more civic 

buildings were constructed to serve the community, including churches, schools, and municipal 

buildings. The town was incorporated as a village in 1854 and was designated as the county seat 

when McDuffie County was established in 1870. 

 

The Thomson Design Guidelines for rehabilitation, new construction, demolition, and relocation 

ensure the preservation of Thomsonõs historic buildings and its larger historic context while 

effectively managing growth through compatible alterations. Included here are best practices for 

rehabilitating historic buildings and ensuring new construction is harmonious with this historic 

context. The manual provides clarification in simple terms, accompanied by illustrations and 

examples. Further, charts and diagrams have been added to facilitate greater understanding of the 

design review process and the role the City, the Historic Preservation Commission, and the property 

owner play in maintaining, preserving, and enhancing the Thomson Historic District. Thank you for 

reading and for your continued stewardship of Thomsonõs historic resources. 

 

Design guidelines are a tool to help preserve the character of an area by guiding the appearance 

and materials of buildings. They protect the investments of property owners and business 

establishments through the objective application of uniform standards that maintain continuity in 

design and promote appropriate rehabilitation and construction activities. By preserving and 

maintaining the areaõs visual character, the design review process will ensure that future 

generations enjoy the benefits of the architectural heritage of Thomson. 

 

These guidelines are for property and business owners, residents, Thomson and McDuffie County 

staff, and the Thomson Historic Preservation Commission for use in the planning, design, and 

review of material changes in appearance to existing buildings and new construction proposed 

within the Thomson Historic District.  
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Design Guidelines Can Design Guidelines Cannot 

Explain, expand, and interpret general design 

criteria in the local preservation ordinance. 

Serve the same legal purpose as the design 

review provisions of the ordinance. An ordinance 

is a law, but local design guidelines are typically 

not laws. 

Help reinforce the character of a historic area and 

protect its visual aspects. 

Limit growth or regulate where growth takes 

place. Guidelines address only the visual impact 

of individual work projects on the character of a 

local historic district. Growth itself is a separate 

issue that must be separately addressed through 

zoning ordinances and preservation planning. 

Protect the value of public and private investment, 

which might otherwise be threatened by the 

undesirable consequences of poorly managed 

growth. 

Control how space within a building is used. They 

usually deal only with the exterior, publicly visible 

portions of buildings, not with how interior space 

is laid out or used. 

Indicate which approaches to design a community 

encourages, as well as which it discourages. 

Guarantee that all new construction will be 

compatible with a historic area or the guarantee 

of creativity that is essential to the best kind of 

sensitive design. 

Serve as a tool for designers and their clients to use 

in making preliminary design decisions. 

Guarantee òhigh qualityó construction. Since 

materials are generally not specified in design 

guidelines, final visual results are not 

guaranteed. 

Increase public awareness of design issues and 

opinions. 

­­ 

National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior. Creating and Using 
Design Guidelines. (n.d.). 

https://www.nps.gov/crps/tps/workingonthepast/canandcannot.htm 
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2  District Identification  
 Information 

Thomson, Georgia is located in McDuffie County and is the County seat. Located near the border 

with South Carolina, the city occupies 1.95 square miles.  

Map showing the location of McDuffie County within the State of Georgia (left) and map showing the 
location of the Thomson Historic District within McDuffie County (right) 
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The local Thomson Historic District was created by City Council in 2007 in order to protect the 

historic resources of Thomson. It was designated for meeting the historical, cultural, architectural, 

and aesthetic criteria established by the City of Thomson in Chapter 2, Article IV, Division 4, Section 

2-144(b) of the Thomson Zoning Code. 

 

Map showing the boundaries of the Thomson Historic District within the context of the Thomson City limits 
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The Thomson Historic District is extensive as almost a third of all properties in the city boundaries 

lie within the historic district. This is well above the national average of 5%, and on par with the City 

of Savannah. Over half of the historic district properties are residential, 25% are commercial, 4% 

are institutional, and 21% are vacant (this includes surface parking lots). 

 Number of Parcels Percentage 

City of Thomson  3,008  

Historic District 820 27% (of all parcels) 

Commercial 208 25% (of all HD parcels) 

Institutional 33 4% (of all HD parcels) 

Residential 410 50% (of all HD parcels) 

Vacant 169 21% (of all HD parcels) 
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3  Historic Preservation  
 Ordinance Explained 

The City of Thomsonõs Historic Preservation Ordinance was adopted by the Thomson City Council in May 

2006. The ordinance recognizes that the historical, cultural and aesthetic heritage of the City of Thomson is 

among its most valued and important assets and that the preservation of this heritage is essential to the 

promotion of the health, prosperity and general welfare of the people. The ordinance was adopted in order to 

stimulate revitalization of the business districts and historic neighborhoods and to protect and enhance local 

historic and aesthetic attractions to tourists, thereby promoting economic development; to enhance the 

opportunities for federal or state tax benefits under relevant provisions of federal and state law; and to 

provide for the designation, protection, preservation and rehabilitation of historic properties and historic 

districts. The ordinance establishes a uniform procedure for the protection, enhancement, perpetuation and 

use of places, districts, sites, buildings, structures, objects, and landscape features having a special historical, 

cultural or aesthetic interest or value. At the heart of it all, the ordinance allows for the designation of historic 

properties and districts and establishes the Thomson Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) to oversee the 

designation and management of properties and districts.  

 

The HPC and City Council designated the Thomson Historic District as the Cityõs first local historic district in 

2007.  

 

Designation as a local historic district requires that all material changes in appearance to existing buildings 

and new construction visible from the public right-of-way receive a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) prior to 

the issuance of a building permit.  

 

COAs can be issued by the Historic Preservation Commission or City Staff, depending on the scope of work. 

Both major and minor work require a COA. 

 

Major vs Minor Work 

 

Major changes to buildings are required to be reviewed by the Historic Preservation Commission. Minor 

changes can be reviewed at the staff level.  

 

Minor work includes various activities in which the visual character of the building is not substantially 

changed. Major work projects involve a change in the appearance of a building that is substantial in nature 

(see HPC by-laws for complete list).  

Minor Work: 

¶ Repointing of brick or block 

¶ Installation of new light fixtures 

¶ Removal and replacement of damaged or unorigi-

nal siding 

¶ Replacement of architectural features and materi-

als in-kind 

¶ Removal of non-historic accessory buildings 

¶ Signage 

¶ Alterations to non-contributing buildings 

Major Work: 

¶ New construction, including accessory buildings 

¶ Additions 

¶ Alterations to original historic materials and fea-

tures 

¶ Relocating buildings 

¶ Demolition in whole or part of any primary building 

¶ Any item determined by staff to be major work 
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General building maintenance falls outside of the categories of minor or major work and a Certificate of 

Appropriateness is not required. Maintenance is defined as the preservation or repair of existing historic 

materials and building form to include cleaning and painting. Replacement of deteriorated features in-kind 

(the same material, size, dimensions, and other physical characteristics) may be considered maintenance, 

depending on the extent of replacement. Consult with Staff to determine if replacement in-kind constitutes 

general building maintenance or minor work. 

 

Period of Significance 

 

Because of the complex development pattern of the City of Thomson, multiple periods of significance were 

established, based historic development patterns. 

 

The period of significance for the historic district overall is from 1830 to 1947. The period of significance 

reflects the time period of the construction of the first building (Usry House) to the post WWII housing boom in 

which the Knox Company was active and the American Small House was the predominant building type.  

 

A second period of significance was established for the Hickory Hills Subdivision Character Area. The period of 

significance for this area is 1949-1969. 

 

A third period of significance was established for the downtown commercial core of the district, the Downtown 

Core Character Area. The period of significance for the Downtown Core is from  1854 (incorporation of the 

town) and ending in 1973 (following the opening of Interstate 20). 

 

Character Areas 

 

The Thomson Historic District consists of 820 parcels, 125 of which are within a designated character area.  

 

Character Areas are areas within the greater context of the local district which possess unique historical 

development patterns, architecture, or history which makes it physically distinct and discernable from the rest 

of the historic district and therefore have some design standards which apply only to a particular character 

area. Two character areas within the greater historic district were identified: the Downtown Core Character 

Area and the Hickory Hills Subdivision Character Area. 

 

The Downtown Core Character Area consists of the National Register Thomson Commercial Historic District, 

as expanded in 2024 (expansion pending approval) and is primarily commercial and urban in context. The 

Downtown Core has 76 parcels and represents approximately 9% of the total number of parcels of the Historic 

District. 

 

The Hickory Hills Subdivision consists of the Hickory Hills Subdivision and has 49 parcels, and represents 

approximately 6% of the total number of parcels in the Historic District. 

 

Contributing vs Non-Contributing Structures 

 

Each of the 820 parcels within the District has been individually surveyed and evaluated to determine their 

level of significance. òContributingó buildings are buildings that were constructed during the period of 

significance and retain historic integrity. These buildings are considered historic and contribute to the historic 
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significance and character of the district. òNon-contributingó buildings were either constructed outside of the 

period of significance or have been altered to such a degree as to result in a significant loss of historic 

integrity. Vacant parcels have also been identified. Of the 820 buildings within the district, 268 have been 

determined to be contributing. An inventory of contributing buildings has been included as Section 13E.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Name Total NC C Vacant 

Historic District (excluding Character Areas) 695 365 188 142 

Downtown Core Character Area 76 9 39 28 

Hickory Hills Subdivision Character Area 49 8 41 0 

Total 820 382 268 170 

Name Number of Properties Percentage 

Historic District (excluding Character Areas) 695 85% 

Downtown Core Character Area 76 9% 

Hickory Hills Subdivision Character Area 49 6% 

Total 820  
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Map indicating the boundaries and contributing status of all districts and properties within the Thomson  
Historic District. Additional, larger maps and corresponding list can be found in Sections 13E and F. 
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4  Historic Preservation  
 Commission and Review 
 Process 

The Thomson Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) consists of five members, all of whom must be City 

residents and have a demonstrated interest in historic preservation. The HPC holds meetings monthly. A 

schedule of HPC meetings can be found on the Cityõs website. All meetings are open to the public. The HPC 

and Planning and Zoning Staff review all material changes in appearance to local historic properties and 

districts and have authority to approve or deny Certificates of Appropriateness (COA) for projects within the 

Thomson Historic District.  

Is the project within the 
Thomson Historic District 
(see Chapter 2)? 

No Proceed with standard 
development review 

process 

Determine scope of work 
Yes 

Alteration to existing 
building 

New construction 

Site alterations 

Is building contributing 
(see Chapter 13E and F)? 

No Yes 

Review 
Chapter 9 

Review Chapter 
10 

Review Chapter 
11 

Meet with Planning and 
Zoning Staff if necessary 

Apply for a Certificate 
of Appropriateness 

(COA) 

Apply for 
building 
permit 
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5 Process for Creating Design 
Guidelines 

The Thomson Historic District Design Guidelines is the next step in the Cityõs ongoing effort to 

protect its historic resources.  

 

In 2007, the City of Thomson adopted a historic preservation ordinance which created the Thomson 

Historic District and established the Thomson Historic Preservation Commission (HPC).  

 

Initially, the HPC utilized the Secretary of the Interiorõs Standards for Rehabilitation to evaluate 

projects but eventually determined that a more comprehensive document was needed to assist in 

the decision-making process.  

 

McDuffie County received a Historic Preservation Fund grant in 2021 to create design guidelines for 

the residential portion of the district. Consultant Ethos Preservation was awarded the contract. The 

Period of Significance was established as 1835 to 1947 in most of the district. However, a 

Character Area of the district, the Hickory Hills Subdivision, has a period of significance of 1949 to 

1969. Historic resources were surveyed and documented as contributing or non-contributing. The 

residential design guidelines were completed in 2022.  

 

In 2023, McDuffie County received a second Historic Preservation Fund grant in order to create 

design guidelines for the commercial buildings in the district. Ethos Preservation was again awarded 

the contract . A second Character Area, the Downtown Core Character Area with a period of 

significance from 1854-1973 was established. This character area mirrors the 2024 proposed 

revisions to the National Register Thomson Commercial Historic District. The commercial design 

guidelines were incorporated into the same document as the residential design guidelines and were 

completed in 2024. 
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6 How to Use this Manual 

The design guidelines serve as a user-friendly complement to the standards provided in the Historic 

Preservation Ordinance, Chapter 2, Article IV, Division 4, Section 2 of the City of Thomsonõs Zoning 

Ordinance. The guidelines reinforce and expand upon the standards to more comprehensively 

address issues affecting residents and business owners within the Thomson Historic District. The 

guidelines are designed to be generally applicable to all building styles, types, and uses, including 

residential, commercial, and institutional and are not intended to address rare and unusual 

situations. It is helpful to consult with Planning and Zoning Department Staff in the planning stage 

of a project. This helps to ensure all the standards are met. 

 

Step-by-Step Guide 

 

Step 1: Verify that the property is within the Thomson Historic District. Consult Chapter 3 to 

determine if the property is within the boundaries. 

 

Step 2: Determine scope of work. Different projects have different standards which apply: 

¶ Alterations or additions to existing buildings 

¶ New construction 

¶ Site alterations (including signage, fencing, parking, etc.) 

¶ Demolition and relocation 

 

Step 3: If the project involves alterations to an existing building, determine if the property in 

question is considered òcontributing.ó Contributing, or historic structures, have different standards 

than non-contributing buildings. Consult Chapter 13E and F to determine if a property is 

contributing. 

 

Step 4: Review the applicable standards, as determined by the scope of work. The guidelines 

elaborate on and explain the design standards.  

¶ Alteration to existing buildings 

* Contributing: Review Chapter 9 

* Non-contributing: Review Chapter 10 
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¶ New construction: Review Chapter 10 

¶ Site alterations: Review Chapter 11 

¶ Demolition and relocation: Review Chapter 12 

 

Step 5: Prepare a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) application (see Chapter 6) and 

supplementary documentation. The COA will either be reviewed by Staff or the Historic Preservation 

Commission (depending on the scope of work) for consistency with the design standards and 

guidelines. If reviewed by the Historic Preservation Commission, a public meeting will be held of 

which the applicant will be notified in advance. Once the design standards are met, a COA will be 

issued by mail and e-mail, when available. 

 

Step 6: Apply for a building permit for the work. A COA must accompany the building permit 

application in order for a building permit to be issued. 

 

Step 7: Complete the project! The COA is valid for 12-months. A staff-level, one-time 12-month 

extension is available, if needed, to finalize the project. 
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Common Questions 

 

Who Uses the Design Guidelines? 

Property Owners, Business Owners and Design Professionals: Property owners, business owners, and design 

professionals (such as architects, engineers, and contractors) should consult the guidelines for any project 

that affects the exterior of any property within the district, including maintenance and repair, construction of 

an addition, new construction or demolition.  

 

City of Thomson Planning and Zoning Department Staff: Staff of the Planning and Zoning Department use the 

guidelines when providing guidance to property owners, business owners, and design professionals; 

determining if administrative approval is appropriate; approving COAs; and making recommendations to the 

Historic Preservation Commission. 

 

Historic Preservation Commission Members: The guidelines are also intended for use by the Historic 

Preservation Commission (HPC). While the HPC considers the particular circumstances and context of a 

specific property for an individual review, the HPC uses the guidelines as a basis for their approval or denial of 

a COA application. Use of the guidelines helps to ensure that reviews are consistent, fair, and rooted in the 

standards.  

 

Community Members: Interested community members may use the guidelines when providing public 

comment to the HPC to help to ensure that reviews are consistent and maintain the character of the district. 

 

Whatõs in the Guidelines? 

The guidelines expand on and explain the design standards found in the ordinance and are intended to apply 

to residential, commercial and institutional buildings. There are standards which apply to alterations to 

existing buildings as well as standards for new construction. 

 

When to Use the Guidelines? 

The guidelines should be consulted early in the planning process for any development within the district. This 

includes alterations to existing buildings as well as new construction. Early consultation will help to ensure 

that the scope of work is consistent with the guidelines and also that the timeframe for the review process is 

adequate. 

 

Why Use the Guidelines? 

It is important that the guidelines be consulted early in the planning process to avoid getting too far along with 

a project that might be considered inappropriate. This can help save both time and money in the long-run. If a 

project within the Thomson Historic District does not receive a COA (if required), a building permit will not be 

issued. If work proceeds, a stop work order may be issued or additional enforcement action taken. 

 

Where is the Most Current Version of the Guidelines? 

 

The guidlines may be amended from time to time to ensure consistency with the design standards and 

provide additional clarification. The most current version of the guidelines can be found on the City of 

Thomsonõs website. 
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7  History of the Thomson 
 Historic District 

The history of Thomson, Georgia is inextricably 

linked with the growth of the railroad. Founded as 

òSlashesó in 1837, Thomson was a stop on the 

Georgia Railroad line between Augusta and what 

was then known as Marthasville, now Atlanta. The 

location was selected because it was where the rail 

line intersected with Wrightsboro Road, the 

previous main transportation route in the area. The 

first structure associated with the railroad was a 

wooden depot, which was later replaced with a 

granite depot in 1860. Most of the district is 

located to the north of the railroad tracks. The 

tracks were laid along the outer shelf of the 

Tuscaloosa geographic fall line which separates the 

red clay of the Piedmont from the white sand of the 

Coastal Plains in order to avoid watercourses. Main 

Street, which originally led to Wrightsboro Road, is 

laid along the ridge of the fall line.  

 

Initially, most of the land that is today part of the city 

of Thomson was owned by John Langston, a farmer 

who converted his house into a hotel to serve the 

travelers and workers of the railroad. Reverend J.H. 

Stockton, Langstonõs son-in-law, followed his example 

and purchased land to the south of the railroad. 

Stockton is sometimes credited with the development 

of the downtown business district. He established 

building lots and in 1850 built the Greenway Hotel, 

later known as the Knox Hotel. A prominent 

businessman and civic leader, Stockton gave land 

to establish the first high school and the First 

Baptist Church. Commercial development occurred 

axially with the depot serving as the hub for growth. 

Various mercantile stores, warehouses, and 

community landmark buildings grew up along the 

rail line east-to-west and north-and-south along 

Main Street, while residences were established 

beyond that. Initially, the vast majority of 

Thomsonõs buildings were of wood construction.  

 

In the early days, Thomson was called òHickory 

Leveló and òFrog Pondó in addition to òSlashes,ó but 

in 1854, it was named after J. Edgar Thomson of 

Railroad Street, 1910.  Digital Library of Georgia 

Main Street, 1910.  Digital Library of Georgia 

Knox Hotel, 1910.  Digital Library of Georgia 
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Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the chief 

civil engineer and surveyor of the 

Georgia Railroad. On February 15, 

1854, Thomson was incorporated in 

Columbia County and with the state of 

Georgia. In 1870, the Georgia General 

Assembly created McDuffie County 

from parts of Columbia and Warren 

Counties, and Thomson, near the 

center of the new county and located 

on an important rail route, was named 

the new county seat. The town was 

incorporated as the City of Thomson in 

1920.  

 

As a transportation hub for the 

surrounding rural area, many types of 

businesses developed in Thomson. 

Banks, warehouses, blacksmiths, 

restaurants, hotels, various retail establishments, publishing houses, and eventually utility companies were all 

located within Thomsonõs downtown. In 1879, John E. Gross built the first warehouse in McDuffie County on 

the lot adjoining the cotton gin he owned on Railroad Street. Warehouses built in the following years were 

primarily for agricultural products. Agriculture was the main economic driver in McDuffie County from 

Thomsonõs founding in 1854 through the 1930s. The City was also the natural gathering location for religious 

and educational institutions with several churches and schools located in town.  

 

In 1886, a fire that started on Railroad 

Street destroyed approximately seven 

wooden buildings, all of which were quickly 

rebuilt. In 1888, another fire burned 

approximately fifteen wooden buildings on 

the west side of Main Street. To prevent 

future fires, a city ordinance was passed 

dictating that commercial buildings and 

warehouses must be built out of brick, 

leading to the downtown areaõs current 

character, although there was another fire 

in 1910. Most commercial buildings 

surviving today are one or two block 

masonry buildings running along Main 

Street or in the immediate vicinity. Styles 

include Beaux Arts, Greek Revival, and 

Italianate from the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  

 

 

1908 Sanborn Map, Digital Library of Georgia 

First Baptist Church. No date. Florida Baptist History 
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The oldest home in the district is the 

Usry House (211 Milledge Street) 

which dates to 1830. Originally a 

frontier cabin, the home evolved into a 

Plantation Plain house and then to a 

large late Greek Revival mansion. The 

older homes in the district date from 

the mid to late twentieth century and 

were owned by wealthy merchants. 

These homes are predominantly 

located in the central part of town 

along the streets of White Oak, Main, 

Gordon, Milledge, Tom Watson Way, 

East and West Hall, Jackson, and Lee 

Streets. There are a variety of 

architectural styles represented 

including Italianate, Folk Victorian, 

Queen Anne, Craftsman, 

Mediterranean Revival, and even International Style.  

 

Like many areas in Georgia, the lumber industry was an important part of Thomsonõs economy in the early 

twentieth century. Saw mills had operated in McDuffie County since the 1870s, but the industry saw the same 

boom in the early twentieth century that it saw in other parts of 

the state. In 1923, Peter S. Knox established the Knox Lumber 

Company. The Knox Lumber Company is notable as one of the 

first large industries in Thomson proper. In 1925, the company 

began trucking lumber from the planing mill and saw mill in the 

county to a central plant in the City of Thomson. By 1940, the 

Knox Lumber Company directly employed over 165 men, 

making it one of the largest employers in the county.  

 

While the Knox Lumber Company started as a wholesale 

business, it developed into a retail enterprise by 1928, initially 

for lumber. In 1932, two of Peter S. Knoxõs sons, Wyck A. and 

Peter S. Jr., formed the Knox Brothers Lumber Company which 

was a builders supply business. At the beginning of World War 

II, Peter S. Knox, Jr. recognized the increased demand for 

housing around Fort Gordon, near Augusta, due to the 

enormous influx of recruits being trained. Knox formed the King 

Development Company, which took pre-cut pieces from the 

factory in Thomson and quickly assembled them near the 

military post. This business grew into one of McDuffie Countyõs 

largest employers, with employees cutting and processing 

lumber, laying the brick foundations of the homes, and 

completing the finish carpentry. They specialized in these pre-

manufactured homes, creating as many as 40 a day.  

Usry House, National Register of Historic Places, 1973 

Knox Homes advertisement. The Augusta  
Chronicle, May 28, 1947. 
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The Hickory Hills Subdivision, in the northwest portion of the district, 

was first platted in 1948. It is dominated by post WWII pre-

manufactured housing, consisting primarily of the American Small 

House and ranch types. Many of the American Small House types were 

manufactured by the Knox Company and are known as òKnox boxes.ó 

These affordable homes were priced at less than $10,000. Ranch 

houses, also prominent in the area, represent Contemporary, Colonial 

Revival, and Plain-Style architectural styles. The southern and western 

portions of the district are characterized by vernacular and Ranch 

single family residences dating from the 1940s to the 1960s.  

 

Although the railroad began to lose its place as the primary form of 

transportation in rural Georgia in the 1920s, the Thomson Commercial 

Historic District continued to thrive due to the intersection of US 

Highways 78 and 17. These highways cross less than a quarter mile 

south of the railroad, ensuring continued traffic to downtown Thomson. 

In particular, development spread from immediately north of the 

railroad tracks on Main Street both north and south. At the edge of the 

oldest section of the downtown on Main Street, the Belk Department 

Store, constructed in 1940, featured a sleek modern design in the Art 

Deco style. The store also had plentiful automobile parking nearby to 

retain customers who now wanted convenient parking when they went 

shopping.  

 

Commercial development also 

continued south of the railroad 

tracks during the mid-twentieth 

century. Many of the buildings in 

this part of the district show the 

growing importance of automobile 

travel, including the Knox Terrace 

Motel (1955). This typical roadside 

motel included plenty of parking 

immediately in front of the one-

story guest rooms, a restaurant to 

serve hungry travelers, and a 

location on the highway. The new 

post office was also built in this 

part of the district in 1970, again 

with plentiful parking and easy 

access to the local businesses 

serving both Thomson and the 

surrounding rural area.  

Businesses surrounding the 
Railroad Street. Circa 1940.  

Knox Homes advertisement. The 
Thomasville Times-Enterprise, 
November 4, 1947. 
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railroad tracks also worked to stay relevant during the 1950s and 

1960s. The former Price Theater along Journal Street was heavily 

modified in 1956 with a Modern style facade on the rear entrance, 

turned primary entrance, matching the red stacked brick, stone veneer, 

aluminum letter sign, and asymmetrical form of the surrounding Knox 

Shopping Center. The Martin Theater (1950) applied Modern geometric block shapes on the parapet that 

intersect and partially obscure the early-twentieth century style brickwork on the adjacent two-part 

commercial building. These alterations projected a contemporary feel for the historic area, but many 

businesses still struggled to compete with businesses at the fringes of the district that had more plentiful 

parking.  

 

In 1970, Interstate 20 officially opened north of downtown Thomson in McDuffie County. The intersecting 

highways just south of downtown were no longer the most efficient way to travel through this part of Georgia. 

As more drivers chose to travel along the interstate, commercial development in McDuffie County moved 

closer to the Interstate exits to tap into that customer base. Additionally, the Interstate made travel to Augusta 

much more convenient for Thomson residents, drawing even more business away from downtown Thomson. 

Like many small towns in Georgia, downtown Thomson saw limited investment after 1970, with the last 

contributing structure in the National Register Thomson Commercial Historic District being built in 1973.  

 

The Thomson Commercial Historic District was listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1989, and it 

included sixty-five contributing buildings and one contributing object. As of 2024, the Thomson Commercial 

Historic District is undergoing an update, which proposes 39 contributing buildings and one contributing 

object, with the majority of the decrease attributed to buildings that have been demolished since 1989. There 

are also four residences individually listed on the National Register of Historic Places: Hickory Hill (1979), 

McNeill House (1992), Usry House (1974), and Thomas E. Watson House (1976). 

Shelton Enco Service Station/Farr Garage, 2023. 

Bank of Thomson advertisement. The 
McDuffie Progress, March 24, 1966.  
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Hickory Hill 

McNeill House 

Usry House 
Thomas E. Watson House 

Properties Individually Listed on the  

National Register of Historic Places  
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8  Character-Defining 
 Features 

The creation of design guidelines is rooted in an understanding of the character-defining features that make 

up each historic building within a district as well as the character-defining features of the district itself.   

These are typically the elements that your eyes are drawn to first and are considered a buildingõs dominant 

features. Together, these individual elements make up a larger whole which conveys a buildingõs significance. 

Like a building, a district has character-defining features which together make up the districtõs overall setting, 

context, and sense of place. It is the goal of the Thomson Design Guidelines to retain and preserve the char-

acter-defining features of the District and its individual historic resources and ensure that new construction 

and alterations to existing buildings are executed in a way that is harmonious with the Districtõs historic con-

text.  

 

The District has multiple styles of architecture, several examples are provided. Additionally, the Hickory Hills 

Subdivision and Downtown Core Character Areas have their own, separate character-defining features. De-

scriptions and examples have been provided for residential and commercial buildings in the overall historic 

district, as well as within the Hickory Hills and Downtown Core Character Areas. 
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Residential Buildings 
 

The character-defining features of the contributing residential buildings in the Thomson Historic District reflect 

the variety of architectural styles typical in many small towns throughout the southeast. Thomson has 

examples of Italianate, Folk Victorian, Queen Anne, Craftsman, Mediterranean Revival, and even International 

Style. 

 

Setbacks 

The setback of residential buildings is generally consistent among contributing 

buildings. Smaller buildings tend to be set closer to the street while the larger homes 

are generally set further back. Homes have modest front yards and generous 

backyards. Parking is generally located in the side or rear yards and accessed from the 

side yard. Curb cuts are minimal. 

 

Stories 

The district features one and two story residences. 

 

Foundation Materials and Configuration 

Contributing homes feature raised foundations, either continuous or with piers, 

constructed of brick or stucco. The space between piers is frequently infilled with brick, 

block, stucco or trellis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wall Materials 

Walls are constructed of wood siding, wood shingles, brick, and occasionally stucco. 

 

Windows 

Windows are typically wood, double hung, and taller than they are wide 

(except accent windows). Many homes feature multiple panes on the top 

sash over a single pane in the bottom sash. Shutters, when present, are 

wood, sized to fit the openings, and operable. 

 

Doors 

Doors are often paneled wood and frequently feature transoms and 

sidelights. 

 

 

1921 Sanborn Map 

Brick piers infilled with brick in a lattice pattern 

8/1 double-hung wood windows 


