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story and photos by boyce upholt

LAUREL
Nothing like the real thing.

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: Erin and Ben Napier, stars of HGTV’s new series “Home Town” are making Laurel a more beautiful place to live—one house 
at a time. Cafe Le Fleur offers New Orleans-inspired cuisine. Lauren Rogers Museum of Art was built by one of the town’s oldest families. Sweet Somethings 
bakery makes homemade goodies and treats. James Johnson-Hill started the Agape Church in downtown Laurel. Estelle’s is a fine spot for good Southern 
cooking. Stop in Patina’s for decor and accessories. CENTER: Laurel’s downtown residential area is filled with beautiful historic homes and the streets are 
paved with bricks made in Laurel.

TRAVEL & ADVENTURE
Small-town Spotlight      
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CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: Adam Trest, of Adam Trest 
home, crafts beautiful pillows and artwork that he sells in his 
store. J Parker Reclaimed sells furniture pieces crafted of re-
claimed wood. Lee’s Coffee and Tea is a great breakfast stop.

 
Someone, somewhere in Laurel, is at work right now, that 
is, even as you read these words.

It may be a contractor, tearing down old drywall in a 
soon-to-open boutique downtown, or maybe the town’s 
second-generation sign-painter—whose identity I swore to 
locals I’d keep secret, so he does not get poached away—
is carefully hand-lettering a façade. Or, as when I visited 
early this spring, maybe upholsterer Tommy Sherrell is in 
his downtown workroom, carefully applying welting to the 
bottom of a bench. “This is a dying art,” Sherrell says.  “Peo-
ple just don’t want to take the time to learn.”

But in Laurel, the old ways of small-town living con-
tinue. You may have seen the town this spring, flickering 
on your television on “Home Town,” the new reality show 
on HGTV that follows local couple Erin and Ben Napier as 
they assist their neighbors with restoration projects. The 
show has brought attention to the town’s historic beauty—
booming with timber wealth in the early 20th century, Lau-
rel exemplifies the aesthetics of the City Beautiful move-
ment and its exciting new energy. But Ben is quick to point 
out that Laurel’s was not an overnight success, inspired by 
the television glow. “Laurel has been working for this for 

10 years,” he says. “We’re just beginning to see the fruits of 
our labor.”

I’d last visited Laurel five years ago and remembered 
Magnolia Street as nearly empty. Now, on just one section 
of one block, there was J. Parker Reclaimed, selling furni-
ture built from locally salvaged wood, next door to Adam 
Trest Home, a one-of-a-kind boutique where its name-
sake illustrator sells antiques, including furniture whose 
upholstery features his designs. Sherrell, whose workshop 
is on the second floor of Trest’s store, was preparing the 
leather benches that are now installed in the Pearl Diner, 
the town’s newest eatery, located another two doors down. 
Across the street, heavy equipment was parked, ready to 
continue the overhaul.

It’s not been long since downtown Laurel had a grim 
reputation. When James Johnson-Hill arrived from Califor-
nia in 2009 with the wild dream of planting an integrated 
church in his grandfather’s hometown, people told him he 
was crazy for choosing to build downtown. Even he knew it 
would be a challenge. “The building looked like a haunted 
house,” he says, of the former Woolworth’s location that 
now houses his church. “It was horrible.” But when people 
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told him downtown was dangerous, he scoffed. How can 
that be, he remembers thinking—when there is never any-
one downtown?

That same year, Lee’s Coffee and Tea opened in an old 
Sears store; a year later, Johnson-Hill successfully opened 
Agape Church. The church owned another downtown 
property, which Johnson-Hill painted pastel blue—which 
inspired neighbors to paint, too. Suddenly there was a rip-
pling wave of new façades and way-finding signs and plant-
ers with flowers. Often the approach was to act first, and 
apologize later—though apologies were rarely needed.

Now, in the 10 years since the launch of Laurel Main 
Street, more than 50 businesses have opened. There is a new 
wave of downtown apartments, which rarely bother to ad-
vertise their openings—after all, there’s already a waiting 
list. Erin and Ben Napier lived in one—deciding that, if they 
were going to settle in Erin’s small hometown after college, 
they’d still live the way they would in a big city. Now, like 
many in town, they’ve moved into one of the many historic 
homes downtown.

“I don’t know why anyone would choose to just scrape 
by [in a big city] when you can have this,” Erin says. She and 

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: Wisteria Bed and Breakfast is a great place to stay while enjoying all that Laurel has to offer. The Rusty Chandelier is 
open every third Thursday. Just be sure and bring a truck to carry all of your purchases home. Stop and tour Slowboat Brewing Company owned by 
Carrie and Kenny Mann. Tours begin at the top of every hour. Laurel Mercantile was opened by the Napiers, and the store features many Mississippi 
products and handmade goods. James Johnson-Hill moved home to Laurel from California to be a part of the revitalization.

Ben stand inside their own new business, Laurel Mercan-
tile, which offers stylish handmade goods and an emphasis 
on products that are Mississippi-made. “We get to live the 
dream—because we live in Mississippi,” Erin adds. And 
Mississippians will have the opportunity to meet the Na-
piers first hand as they will be feature guests at Mississippi 
Magazine’s first annual Mercantile of Mississippi to be held 
May 5-6 at the convention center in Jackson.

And Laurel is an ideal travel destination for Mississip-
pians who have stylish home-owning dreams of their own: 
its new stores have a real emphasis on homeware and fur-
niture, particularly in shabby-chic and vintage styles. The 
third weekend of each month is a particularly good time 
for a visit, as the Rusty Chandelier opens—an “occasional” 
market of vintage goods that is familiar to viewers of Home 
Town. This month, its owner, Tana Henderson, expanded 
into a six-days-a-week store downtown, called the Laurel 
Leaf. Don’t expect to leave empty-handed. “We always say, 
‘Bring a truck, a trailer, and a tie-down,’” Henderson says. 
Laurel’s shopping and history cannot be mentioned with-
out including Lott Furniture Co.—the store has held court 
on Front Street for 100 years and has played an important 
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CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: There’s nothing better than a burger, fries, and onion 
rings from Phillips Drive-In. Back Road Bistro food truck offers delicious bites. George 
Bassi, director of the Lauren Rogers Museum of Art, enjoys sharing one of Laurel’s most 
treasured places. Stop in Quarter Century for current fashions. OPPOSITE: Vic’s Biscuits 
is a great place for a quick breakfast.

role downtown.
The history of this small town is different than most. As 

late as 1880, there was nothing here but pine forests—but 
that changed quickly after the first railroads cut through. 
In 1893, a set of pine barons moved down from Iowa and 
opened the Eastman-Gardiner mill, and over the next 21 
years, three other major mills were built. At its peak around 
World War I, Laurel was known as the “yellow-pine capi-
tal of the world,” and shipped over a million board-feet of 
wood each day—more than anywhere else in the world. The 
resulting wealth led to the construction of one of the fin-
est collection of early 20th-century homes in the state, if not 
the country, featuring a great smorgasbord of architectural 
styles.

“That’s really what’s so good about this town,” George 
Bassi says. “It’s such randomness.” Bassi, who is the direc-
tor of the Lauren Rogers Museum of Art, means the ar-
chitecture—but the description could apply to the town’s 
culture more broadly. He notes that the early timber bar-
ons were devoted to building a strong middle class, and 
built the state’s first high school for African-American 
students—illegal at the time, so it was called a “vocational 
school.” They also offered the first kindergarten classes. The 
town remains staunchly blue-collar today, and happily di-
verse. I stopped in at Julia’s Bakery, for example, one of the 

businesses that cater to the Laurel’s growing Latino popu-
lation. An oilman sitting in the booth next to me listed the 
many backroad eateries he frequented. Julia’s, he said, was 
a favorite because nowhere else could he get such authentic 
Mexican food. Indeed; these were, by my reckoning, some 
of the best tacos in the state.

The museum, meanwhile (which offers a guide to the 
town’s architectural highlights) showcases the early timber 
barons’ commitment to high culture. It’s a memorial to a 
lost son: Lauren Rogers was a 23-year-old timber heir, just 
married in 1921 when he died from complications resulting 
from appendicitis. He had been building a home, and atop 
the unfinished foundations his parents built the museum. 
Per their wishes, the museum has never charged an ad-
mission fee. Its collection, which includes an extensive set 
of Native American baskets and American masterworks, 
makes it one of the state’s most valued arts gems.

Which is true of the town itself. I’ll admit my skepti-
cism: reality television sometimes shines up the truth. 
But in Laurel I found that not only was the energy real, but 
there was more than can be captured on the flat screen of  
a TV. So if you’ve been watching, it’s worth clicking off the  
tube and driving to town. After all, there’s nothing like the  
real thing. M
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eat
 

BackRoads Bistro

Blue Crab Grill

Cafe La Fleur

Carl’s Catfish

Estelle’s Southern Cuisine

Fin’s Seafood & Poboys

Hog Heaven BBQ

Holloway’s Dairy Bar

Jitters Coffeehouse 

     & Bookstore

Julia’s Bakery

Lee’s Coffee and Tea

The Knight Butcher

stay
 

Wisteria B&B 

The Laurel Cottage

EXPLORE | LEARN | CREATE | PERFORM

Adventure abounds
AT JACKSON ACADEMY

Jackson Academy is more than a school—it’s a 

place of adventure! This summer, experience JA 

summer camp workshops designed to engage, 

inspire, and nurture young minds from Preschool 

to Upper School. From athletics and academics 

to robotics and arts, over 30 different camp 

opportunities are available to explore.

JA  |  4908 RIDGEWOOD ROAD  |  JACKSON, MS 39211

Signing up for camp is easy at
jacksonacademy.org/summer

QUESTIONS? CALL US AT 601.364.5763

The Loft

Pasquale’s

The Pearl Diner

Philip’s Drive-In (P.D.I.)

The Smokehouse of     

    Laurel

Sweet Magnolia’s Bakery

Sweet Somethings 

Bakery

Triangle Seafood

Vic’s Biscuits

Walker’s Dairy Bar
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shop
7th Style

Adam Trest Home

Arthur’s

Artworks

Baptist Bible &  
     Book House

Bella Bella

Closet Candy

Elegant Evenings

Flowertyme

Funky Shoes

Guild & Gentry

Goodness Gracious

Heavenly Creations

Hill’s In-House Jewelers

J. Parker Reclaimed

Jack & Jill

Jay’s Framing & 
     Art Gallery

The Laurel Leaf

Laurel Mercantile Co.

Loblolly

Lott Furniture Co.

Michelle’s Boutique

Mimi’s Bridal

Misty’s

Molly Renee’s

New Look

Office Products Center

Patina’s

Peddler’s Junction

Quarter Century

Quinn Pharmacy & Gifts

The Rusty Chandelier

S.D. Bateman Fine
     Furnishings

Smith & Son, Inc.

Southern Antiques

Woodcut Funhouse
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1.800.HINDSCC  •  www.hindscc.edu

In compliance with the following: Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX, Education Amendments of 1972 of the Higher Education Act, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and other applicable Federal and State Acts, Hinds Community College offers equal education and employment opportunities 
and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, age, disability or veteran status in its educational programs and activities. The following 
persons have been designated to handle inquiries regarding the non-discrimination policies: Dr. Debra Mays-Jackson, Vice President for Administrative Services, 34175 Hwy. 18, 
Utica, MS 39175, 601.885.7002. Dr. Tyrone Jackson, Associate Vice President for Student Services & Title IX Coordinator, Box 1100 Raymond Campus (Denton Hall 221), Raymond, 
MS 39154, 601.857.3232, titleIX@hindscc.edu

# H i n d s 1 0 0 R e a s o n s

100 reasons to choose

THE HONORS INSTITUTE 
Hinds meets the needs of academically 

gifted students in a challenging and supportive 
learning environment. Housed on the Raymond 
and Rankin Campuses, the Honors Institute offers 
programs including Honors courses, Leadership and 
International Studies, and Phi Theta Kappa. Come 
excel and explore to reach your fullest potential!
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do
Gardiner Park

Historic Downtown Homes

Landrum’s Homestead

Laurel Little Theater

Laurel Welcome Center

Lauren Rogers Museum of Art

Mason Park

Slowboat Brewing Co.

Susan B. Vincent Sportsplex 
     & Natatorium

Veterans Memorial Museum

ABOVE: The Laurel Little Theatre is located 
in the old Arabian Move House in downtown 
Laurel. OPPOSITE: Southern Antiques is a Lau-
rel staple. It’s the spot for bridal registries, gifts, 
and fabulous antiques.
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The Bride & Groom
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662.3.BRIDES
hIStoRIc Downtown columBuS • thEBRIDEanDgRoommS.com

J A C K S O N ’ S  N E W E S T  E V E N T  V E N U E

717 Poplar Boulevard

Jackson, MS 39202 | Tel: 601.398.4562

A good party is never an acquired taste.


