
 A Brief History of the Island

! In this brief history of the campus of the Loomis Chaffee School, I hope to 

provide both a meticulous anthology of the fascinating history of the Loomis Chaffee 

campus and an effective analysis of the successes and failures that make it up. Certain 

time periods and facets of the campus are inherently more interesting and significant 

than others, and that is certainly reflected in the time and space I give each. This history 

is organized chronologically, but it is important to note that its scope is only architecture 

and its merit on the campus. Minor campus projects with little to no architectural 

significance or impact are in some cases not mentioned at all, while certain details are 

the subject of vast swaths of text. I do not make a very large distinction between 

analysis and the description, as I believe works of architecture, experiences in their own 

right, are nothing without the responses they provoke. For the common good, we should 

analyze their successes and failures, their impacts on the community over time.

! The Loomis Chaffee campus is truly a gem, made richer by each of the buildings 

that have been added to it over time. A beautiful site and stunning early buildings gave 

architects hired in more recent school history a tough legacy to live up to. Not all of have 

succeeded. By analyzing the schoolʼs architectural history, we can learn from the past 

and work to create a better future. That, along with giving a complete history of the 

schoolʼs architecture, is what I seek to do here.

! The Windsor, CT site known as the Island has been used in many ways 

throughout its history. In the early 1630s, a trading post was established on the Islandʼs 

edge, at the confluence of the Connecticut and Farmington Rivers. In 1638, Joseph 
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Loomis, a tradesman, acquired the 

land. He built a simple colonial 

house (later expansions made it the 

size it is today), the Loomis 

Homestead, and established 

himself quite successfully. For 

seven generations, his ancestors 

continued his legacy, living as one 

of the most important families in 

Windsor. When five Loomis siblings 

in the 19th century lost all of their children, they jointly decided to pool their considerable 

fortunes and charter a school to open after their deaths and continue their legacy. It was 

both a noble and an egocentric notion. The Loomis Chaffee School has occupied the 

lsland in spirit since 1874 and in reality since 1913.1 

! The Connecticut River slices Connecticut into two similarly sized pieces, and 

around this river Connecticut has grown. Upriver six miles from Hartford is a confluence, 

where the Farmington River and the Connecticut join together on a low floodplain. In the 

center of this floodplain is a small parcel of land, the Island, that sits just slightly higher 

than the land around it. Most years, in the spring and fall, the rivers flood the plain, 

giving it enviable fertility but making it uninhabitable. It is for this reason that the Island 

has been so sought after -- what better site could there be than just across several 

hundred acres of extraordinarily fertile land from one of the largest commercial arteries 
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in New England? Best of all, the Island is safe from flooding (though not unaffected by 

it).  In the spring and fall, the Island fully embodies its name, rising out of a huge 

expanse of blank water into the expansive New England sky. 

! It took a long time for the Loomis School to actually open its doors. The five 

founding Loomis siblings may have made their agreement in 1874, but because they 

specified that the school was not to open until after their deaths, the campus planning 

process did not begin until the early 1910s.2 A group of eleven respected architectural 

firms were asked to submit proposals for judgement by an advisor to the school, 

Professor Warren P. Laird of the University of Pennsylvania School of Architecture. 

When a firm dropped out of the contest, Laird asked another, headed by a friend of 

founding Headmaster Nathaniel Batchelder, to submit works instead. In the call for 

entries, a very specific passage described “the problem”: essentially the form of the land 

and the programmatic requirements of the school buildings. The passage also 

described a desire on the part of the school for covered walkways in the same vein as 

those at Thomas Jeffersonʼs University of Virginia campus.3

! The late-entry firm, Murphy & Dana, of New York City, came in fourth place in the 

contest, but was selected, in part because of Batchelderʼs insistence, by the Board of 

Trustees.4 The Murphy & Dana plan utilized elegant geometries and a very strict, 

symmetrical plan to create a highly formal yet comfortable space for the school. While 

Lairdʼs top choice called for the buildings to be horizontally arranged, facing the 
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meadows, the Murphy & Dana plan instead chose to focus inwards around a legitimate, 

centralized public space. A large residence for the headmaster was to join the Loomis 

Homestead just north of a large new academic building, which served as an entrance to 

a long, tree-lined path running down the center of a large quadrangle (later named the 

Grubbs Quadrangle). Six virtually identical dormitories were to line this space, and an 

imposing Dining Hall was to cap off its southern end. This symmetrical quadrangle was 

to be flanked with covered walkways, essentially making it a neo-Georgian 

interpretation of the Jeffersonian academical village model (Figures 2 and 3). All of the 

buildings were to match the building axis of the Loomis Homestead -- several degrees 

off of true north. To the quadrangleʼs west there was to be a gymnasium, to its 

southwest an infirmary, and to its northeast a power house.5

! The buildingsʼ details and geometries were carefully engineered for a precise 

beauty. The contrast of the 

straight line and the circle 

was continually 

geometrically utilized in the 

designs to unify the 

various buildings -- from 

alternating gable and 

semicircular tops to the 

dormer windows to 

contrasting square and 
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circular pillars throughout the various buildings (Figure 3). Flemish-bonded brick, 

limestone and wood trim, and slate roofing were to give the buildings a classical and 

formal look, but their small-scale forms, comfortable scale and gambrel shapes were to 

harken back to colonial New England vernacular forms.6 In the proposal, no final, 

detailed plans for buildings were included, but soon after the planʼs completion, the 

school was ready to break ground on the first of those buildings.

! The first group -- the Dining Hall, its two adjacent dormitories, the Headʼs House, 

and the Power House -- was 

completed in 1913.7 The 

Loomis Dining Hall (named 

for William Loomis, a 

wealthy relative), like all of 

the Grubbs Quadrangle 

buildings features a gambrel 

roof punctuated with dormer 

windows, with the unique 

addition of a small cupola. 

On the two-story brick 

facades, large windows look out onto the quadrangle to the North and open land (once 

dotted with houses, now filled with brick buildings) to the South. A central, glass door 

opens onto the quadrangleʼs central path from the central dining space, a grand two-
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story room with meticulous white-painted woodwork, a graceful, curving ceiling 

(contrasting with the hard-edged gambrel roof shape on the exterior), and hanging 

chandeliers. Opposite this door to the South sat the servery (the layout has since been 

changed). A lower level, which opened to the outdoors on only the south side, contained 

the shipping and receiving facilities and a kitchen from which food was carried to the 

servery via dumbwaiters. Identical lobbies flanked the central dining space and opened 

outwards onto the covered walkways 

on the west and east sides extending 

next to Mason and Taylor Halls, 

respectively. When the building was 

first completed, however, its grand 

main space was partitioned up into 

various academic spaces as no main 

school building had yet been 

constructed.8

! Mason and Taylor Halls, the 

first of six planned for the quadrangle, complement the Loomis Dining Hall with their 

more demure, tame forms. Their rooms are arranged logically off of double-loaded 

corridors, and large faculty homes extend off of each away from the quadrangle. Their 

elegant detailing and excellent proportions match the Loomis Dining Hall, and make 

them works of art in themselves. The covered walkways running across the dormsʼ 

quadrangle facades feature terraces across their tops, limestone pillars (some square 
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and some circular in shape), and 

herringbone brick floors. The 

Power House and Headʼs House, 

also completed in time for the 

schoolʼs opening, followed this 

general same esthetic, though 

they are topped with gable rather 

than gambrel roofs and are 

situated outside of the 

quadrangle.

! In 1916, Loomisʼs grandest building was completed. The cornerstone of the 

Murphy & Dana plan and perhaps the best building in school history, Founders Hall, 

when it was first completed, contained the schoolʼs entire academic program.9 The 

building sits directly to the south of the Loomis Homestead and Headʼs House, and 

across the Grubbs Quadrangle from the Loomis Dining Hall. A central, gambrel-roofed 

form, is punctuated by a large cupola and dormer windows. The spacing of the windows 

is different on each level, creating a unique, geometrically engaging facade that 

accommodates the differing functions of the buildingʼs different levels. The buildingʼs 

exterior is essentially made of six volumes, elegantly intersecting one another to form 

an elegant transition from outside the quadrangle to inside. At the center of the main 

level is a hall reaching from a circle in front of the building to the quadrangle on the 

other side. Looking through the glass front doors of Founders (Figure 7), one can see all 
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the way down the Grubbs 

Quadrangleʼs central path 

(now known as the Senior 

Path) to the Loomis Dining 

Hallʼs welcoming front door. 

This central hall, entitled 

Memorial Hall (Figure 9), 

features white-painted wood 

trim, matching Murphy & 

Danaʼs other formal interior 

spaces (the Loomis Dining 

Hall, for example). A unique 

herringbone brick floor helps 

blur the distinction between 

exterior and interior. The 

hallʼs central location -- off 

of it springs the schoolʼs 
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main office, the Headʼs Office, the library (now a lounge), and a study room, not to 

mention the buildingʼs main corridor -- make it the schoolʼs signature public interior 

space. 

! The covered walkways 

connect to Founders on the east 

and west sides, where they 

intersect smaller lobbies, 

elegantly rendered in dark wood 

trim, and connected to Memorial 

Hall through hallways with a 

similar, dark trim. The west 

lobby also enters onto Founders 

Chapel, a light-filled, acoustically excellent space. (The east lobby was originally 

intended to enter upon a theater to be added later, though this was never realized.10) 

The Chapelʼs white trim and curved ceiling allow it to contrast with the dark lobby 

through which one passes to enter it. The sequence is masterful and gives entering the 

chapel a liberating feeling. On the exterior, the chapel forms a gable-roofed wing 

extending from the west side of the buildingʼs central form. A window topped with a 

semicircle at its westernmost end delightfully played off the gable shape. Staircases in 

each of the side lobbies led up to the buildingʼs second level, which houses classrooms 

(and formerly science labs as well11). These rooms have large windows and high 
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ceilings, and feature the same dark wood trim as many of the buildingʼs other spaces. 

The third level was originally used as dormitory spaces, though now houses faculty 

offices.12 Throughout the buildingʼs interior, extensive use is made of glass -- various 

offices and rooms are connected to public spaces and hallways with glass doors and 

windows, further unifying the building. A single-story, flat-roofed volume that projects off 

Foundersʼ south face into the Grubbs Quad and the unique window spacing give the 

building a progressive, dynamic edge that none of the other Murphy & Dana buildings 

on campus possess. Founders Hall is truly a masterpiece, a statement in harmony with 

its surroundings.

! Throughout the next 

several decades, the Murphy & 

Dana plan continued to be 

executed, leading the school to 

create a unified quadrangle 

guided by a single firmʼs idea. 

The Shimkus Gym and 

Gwendolen Sedgwick 

Batchelder Infirmary (Figure 

10) were soon added to the 

campus,13 and in the process of overseeing the construction of this monument to his 

deceased wife, Nathaniel Batchelder met Evelyn Longman, a renowned sculptor who 
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was commissioned to produce a sculpture of Gwendolen Batchelder for the building.14 

Nathaniel Batchelder soon married Longman, and had a studio building, also designed 

by Murphy & Dana, constructed for her on campus.15 The Longman Studio (which has 

since served in various capacities as a tutoring office, community service center, band 

practice room, and most recently, dormitory) features high ceilings with skylights. 

Warham Hall and Batchelder Hall, constructed in 1923 and 1930, respectively, followed 

not long after, continuing to complete the Grubbs Quadrangle. The new dormitories had 

some slight differences from their older counterparts, including larger terraces and more 

attractive dormer details, but for the most part they followed the original Murphy & Dana 

plan exactly. 

! In 1939, the school could no longer do without a theater. Students, enamored 

with theater teacher Norris Ely Orchard, 

helped to construct him a theater in the 

form of a clapboard New England barn 

to the south of the quadrangle.16 The 

charming structure, seating just over 

100 patrons, has a cozy and intimate 

feel, and makes up for its functional 

deficits (lack of restrooms, tiny lobby) 

with its undeniable charisma. The building was not designed to match the rest of the 

campus in any way, shape or form, though it did set a campus precedent that would 
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become important later: it is angled several degrees differently from the Grubbs Quad to 

match the curving shape of the southern portion of the Island landform. As the school 

continued to expand in the future, this angle would emerge as a point of architectural 

tension and contention.

! Richard Dana, who after breaking up with partner Harry Murphy, continued to be 

the schoolʼs architect, died in 1933, before the Grubbs Quad was complete. When it 

came time to construct another dormitory in 1937, funded by a large gift from Virginia 

Loomis Palmer, architect Irwin Jones, an alum, was hired to design the building.17 Jones 

took Murphy & Danaʼs preliminary plans for the spot, and made some modifications. He 

removed the protruding faculty residence from the buildingʼs back and replaced it with a 

large, two-story portico. He placed an identical copy of this portico on the quad side of 

the building, providing a brief sunny opening in the walkway (Figures 12 and 13). He 

also removed all dormitory rooms from the first floor in order to create a large, open 

lounge that could serve as a place for receptions, discussions, and even art showings. 

On the buildingʼs lower level, he placed the first ever iteration of the SNUG student 

center -- a dank space where students could smoke and get some food. His Palmer Hall 

does not, however, take away from the Murphy & Dana plan. Following the quadʼs 

original vision served Jones well.

! By 1955, however, the school could no longer grow within the bounds of the 

Murphy & Dana plan. The quad was all but complete, and the school had over time 

come to require facilities that no one could have planned for in 1914. The times had 

changed -- postwar America had developed new, ultra-efficient construction techniques 
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and modernism was increasingly the only accepted style of architecture. In 1956, the 

school constructed an outdoor hockey rink south of the NEO theater and hired Jeter & 

Cook Architects, a Hartford firm, to draw up plans for a new gymnasium, to be sited 

adjacent to Shimkus Gym, across a small street from Mason Hall.18 The resulting 

building is a large, squat, symmetrical composition adorned with some lackluster 

Georgian details. With its more inexpensive method of bonding brick was used, and 

covered simple concrete-block walls on the interior. In addition to the handsomely sized, 

light-filled gymnasium, the building contained a lounge and riflery range, and was 

connected to Shimkus with a glassed-in walkway (it has since been modified). This 

building, which was later named for longtime athletics director Ralph Erickson,19 was, 

however, built without a guiding master plan (there is no evidence to suggest 

otherwise). The school had taken off from Murphy & Danaʼs scheme without a clear 

vision for the future. Erickson Gymnasium may not have been a very bold statement or 

even an interesting building, but the signals it gave about the schoolʼs architectural 

future were important and, unfortunately, ignored.

! Jeter & Cook were soon after rehired to address an area of serious academic 

growth: the sciences. The aging laboratories in Founders Hall were no longer adequate, 

and the sciences were in the late 1950s considered a point of national growth and 

rapidly expanding horizons. Science Department chairman Squirrel Norris worked 

closely with firm parter Arthur S. Cook to produce an innovative, forward thinking 

building that would serve the school for decades to come.20 With significant funds and 
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school backing, the Clark Science Center, completed in 1961, did just those things (it 

has since been modified). Standing boldly away from the rest of the campus behind the 

Dining Hall, the Clark Center made a 

powerful statement as Loomisʼs first 

foray into modernism. The spatially 

complex facility exhibited its steel 

structure with a taut skin of brick, 

glass, and yellow panels (perhaps a 

sophisticated reference to the yellow 

wood trim of the Murphy & Dana 

buildings). A complicated series of 

terraces, rendered in brick and stone, 
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led from the road behind the Dining Hall up to an open plaza featuring seating, a 

sculpture, and a reflecting pool and into an elegant steel-and-glass entrance foyer 

(Figure 15). The building, oft maligned in later years for its resemblance to generic, 

windowless, postwar modernist buildings, was in fact an elegant, thoughtfully designed 

building that equipped the school well, expressed its function in an engaging way, and 

gracefully related to the land around it. The building consisted of three large volumes. 

On the eastern side an interesting mass containing an auditorium, planetarium, and 

small entrance hall, out of which sprang the foyer, featured striking, outwards-canted 

steel columns that in fact supported this entire wing of the building with an innovative 

exoskeleton. The entrance hall split into two ramps, one upwards and one downwards, 

both leading to the classroom, office, and laboratory wing of the building. This larger 

wing occupied a large, 2 1/2 story, solid brick mass, and a smaller, 1 1/2 story brick and 

glass volume projecting out of the buildingʼs west side. The buildingʼs lower level was 

sunk halfway underground, but poked its head out high enough to obtain natural light 

from strip clerestory windows. Both this level and the similar level above it contained 

office-classroom-lab clusters by which teachers could have their own separate 

classrooms and labs. A third level featured an open stargazing terrace. The building, 

despite having some minor flaws, such as the lack of adequate natural light in some of 

the classrooms and labs, was generally a simple and elegant, and yet spatially complex 

statement made in modern terms (Figure 14). Unfortunately, the building was, like 

Erickson Gymnasium, apparently constructed without the guidance of a master plan. 

The result was a suave and dignified composition that sat by itself and did not relate at 

all to the Grubbs Quadrangle. This was at first not a problem, and the contrast between 
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the Dining Hall and Clark Center worked nicely with the mitigating plaza transitioning 

between the two. Unfortunately, foresight of potential future expansion was significantly 

lacking.

! Jeter & Cook were soon back again, this time to add a good deal more dormitory 

space to the campus. The firm was charged essentially with somehow fitting two new 

dormitories on the site across from Palmer Hall, and in effect completing the Grubbs 

Quadrangle.21 This program was frankly absurd and mostly the product of thoughtless 

planning -- the school should have created a plan that would address the issue of 

dormitory space in an effective manner. Instead, the school put off dealing with the 

eventual problem of expansion into a second quadrangle by giving Jeter & Cook a 

virtually impossible task. As one could have expected, the resulting complex is a dismal 

failure. The architects attempted to mimic the quadrangleʼs Georgian style with two 

connected buildings perpendicular to the rest of the surrounding dormitories. Between 

the two buildings, Flagg and Ammidon Halls, sits a small, shared common room entitled 

Huntington Cottage. The space between these dormitories and in front of Huntington is 

utilized as another complicated, stepped plaza in the same vein as the one in front of 

the Clark Science Center. Despite a few sophisticated architectural touches, the building 

is a failure on a number of levels. The halfheartedly Georgian details stick out like a 

sore thumb against the fabric of the beautiful buildings around them, and the overstuffed 

site ruins the open simplicity of the quadrangleʼs plan. The main faculty houses, which 

stick off the back of Flagg and Ammidon Halls, interrupt the view of the meadows from 

the quad, and set the faculty too far apart from the students. The plaza sequence helps 
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somewhat in creating a reasonably interesting small outdoor space, but on the whole 

the complex is out of place and interrupts the flow of Murphy & Danaʼs elegant plan for 

the quadrangle. From the awkward break in the covered walkway to the poorly matched 

brick patterns, Flagg and Ammidon relate poorly to the buildings around them and 

should have signified to the school that it was time for a real master plan. 

! The 1960s brought major cultural and social changes to the Loomis campus. The 

Loomiscellany and The LOG began sporting hip fonts and provocative articles (The 

LOG even spent a few years as an avant-garde newsmagazine printed on entirely 

recycled paper).22 Students no longer dressed formally for classes and long hair and 

facial hair became social norms. Loomis was particularly embracing of progressive 

education philosophies. With the appointment of the young Frederick Torrey as 

headmaster in 1967,23 the school was poised to move full steam ahead into what it saw 

as a new era of progressive education. New facilities were a must with these changing 

ideals. The school no longer sought a conservative, complimentary architecture, but 

rather one that expressed the tension of the changing times. The Watertown, MA firm of 

Sasaki, Dawson, DeMay Associates, headed by the renowned landscape architect 

Hideo Sasaki, perhaps best known for his work designing the landmark John Deere & 

Company World Headquarters in Moline, IL (Figure 16), was hired to create a campus 

master plan in 1967 (just before Torrey was appointed headmaster).24 Finally the issue 

of real, long-term campus expansion was addressed. Sasaki, along with his parter 

Kenneth DeMay, proposed the creation of two new quadrangles: one between 
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Batchelder, Palmer, and Mason Halls and the 

gymnasium complex, and another between the 

Clark Center and the Loomis Dining Hall. A new 

“loop” road was to be paved, enclosing most of 

the Islandʼs usable land. At the south end of this 

parcel, near the NEO theater and across from 

the 1956 outdoor hockey rink was to be a new 

Chaffee School campus. The Chaffee School, 

which had been housed since 1927 on a separate campus not far from the Island, had 

outgrown its facilities.25 Consolidating the two schools, without merging them, seemed 

to be a way to embrace progressive philosophies without putting off too many 

traditionalists. Loomis and Chaffee students would enjoy joint use of a large new library, 

and expanded Clark Center, a new performing arts center, expanded athletics facilities, 

and a new dining hall.26

! In order to support this huge project, a 10 million dollar capital campaign, entitled 

The Challenge Fund, was undertaken. Construction activities reached fever pitch in 

1969 with the simultaneous construction of the new Chaffee School, an addition to 

Clark, the new Wilbur Dining Hall, and the Katherine Brush Library. But construction 

delays drove up costs and the buildings were barely completed. The Challenge Fund 

Phase I, launched in 1968, only managed to meet its goal through a lucky $1.5 million 

bequest from the late Delbert Loomis.27 Regardless, the school pressed ahead. 
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Governance decisions and architecture, while inherently linked, must be assessed 

separately. The schoolʼs decisions left it financially and reputation-ally crippled for 

decades, but the buildings themselves were some of the best in school history. The 

Winthrop Rockefeller Quadrangle, south of the Grubbs Quad, and formed by the new 

Wilbur Dining Hall, the Katherine Brush Library, and the Clark Center, was envisioned 

as a space entirely of the postwar period, unadorned with kitschy, imitational Georgian 

details like those found in Flagg and Ammidon. The new quadrangle was designed to 

embrace the Islandʼs curving form 

and the Clark Centerʼs strange 

siting by making one entire side of 

the quad on this new axis, and 

everything south of that point, 

including the Chaffee School, on 

that new axis. Tackling this siting 

issue head on was really the only 

effective way to address it.

! One of the key features of 

the new plan was the Wilbur Dining 

Hall, designed by Kenneth DeMay. 

This new Dining Hall extended off 

of the back of the Loomis Dining 

Hall, moving shipping and receiving 

to the east side of the Dining Hall 
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complex, extending the Grubbs 

Quadʼs covered walkways, 

adding a new SNUG 

underground, and opening up this 

area of the campus to a second 

legitimate outdoor space -- the 

Rockefeller Quad. The tension of 

the postwar period -- the rise of 

new technology and progressive 

thinking in the face of a still-

strong traditional spirit -- was 

ingeniously expressed in the 

juxtaposition of the Wilbur 

Dining Hall with its older 

counterpart (Figure 18). 

From anywhere on the new 

quad, the larger Loomis 

Dining Hall was visible 

behind the Wilbur Dining 

Hall. The buildings were 

unified in their contrast: a 

unique and brilliant 

composition of the old and 
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new. Wilburʼs interior was equally thoughtful: new, symmetrical lobbies on either side of 

the building entered onto both Dining Halls, which contrasted elegantly with one 

another. Whereas the Loomis Dining Hall was painted white, formal and symmetrical in 

every possibly way, the Wilbur Dining Hall featured exposed concrete piers holding up a 

fully exposed, structure-as-sculpture wooden truss system (Figures 20 and 21). The feel 

was informal and slightly smaller scale and the space was connected to the Rockefeller 

Quad by way of grand southern views through an almost entirely glass wall. Explicitly 

chosen, inoffensive exterior materials of brick, glass, concrete and slate, emphasized 

the remaining connections and common ground between the old and the new and 

proved that modern architecture is not necessarily antithetical to its older counterparts. 

! The Katharine Brush Library, a massive concrete-and-brick building dedicated to 

the future of education, was the real flagship project of the Sasaki Master Plan and the 

Challenge Fund Phase I. The building, designed again by DeMay and referred to as a 

“library-learning center,”28 features a main level with an open floor plan, accommodating 

traditional library functions like periodical shelves as well as a more avant-garde 

interdepartmental art gallery. The upper levels contain vast shelving space for continued 

expansion into the future, and the lower level houses an innovative media center with a 

large auditorium. And the Brush Library announces its presence without any shame: 

large cantilevered reading spaces on the upper level swing out over the Rockefeller 

Quadrangle and over the meadows, while large protruding brick volumes on either side 

house staircases. The building, like its neighbor the Wilbur Dining Hall, is stark in its 

interpretation of its materials. Immense, solid volumes on the sides give the building a 
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large, imposing scale, while walls 

of glass lend its front and back 

permeability and transparency. 

The great works of Ieoh Ming Pei 

come to mind—the National 

Galleryʼs East Wing, in 

Washington, has the same 

elegant meditation between stark, 

heavy masonry and delicate 

glass. Modern structural 

innovations are on full display in 

Brush—the large cantilevers 

most clearly manifest this on the 

outside while an entirely exposed 

concrete structural system carry 

over on both the exterior and 

interior. 

! These modern features 

give the building a strong and appropriate identity, but it is the buildingʼs sensitive 

detailing and excellent planning that truly distinguish it. The covered walkway extending 

from Taylor Hall and the Dining Hall is continued onwards to form one side of the new 

Rockefeller Quadrangle, forming a dynamic, contrasting link between the old and the 

new (Figure 24). The Brush Libraryʼs materials, the same as those of the Wilbur Dining 
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22. The Brush Libraryʼs heavy facade. Photo courtesy 
Loomis Chaffee School Archives, Windsor, CT.
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23. The Brush Libraryʼs elegant interior. Photo courtesy Loomis Chaffee 
School Archives, Windsor, CT.



Hall, respect the past 

without imitating it, and an 

abstracted gambrel form 

for the roof (Figure 25) 

helps tie the building to its 

older neighbors. Sensitivity 

to site is another strength 

of the library: large 

cantilevered reading 

spaces and an attractive 

terrace, separated from the 

rest of the interior by a glass wall, make the meadows an integral part of experiencing 

the building. The interior also boasted a very comfortable warmth. The coarseness and 

Izzy Kornblatt! March 1, 2011

27

24. The Brush Libraryʼs extended walkway links the Grubbs and Rockefeller Quads 
together. Photo by Izzy Kornblatt

25. The Brush Library from the south. Photo courtesy 
Loomis Chaffee School Archives, Windsor, CT.



strength of concrete and exposed brick was mitigated with the use of strips of teak on 

many of the buildingʼs ceilings. On the second level, the cantilevered reading spaces 

were open to the slanting roof, on the inside rendered in the same teak, to create a 

space both grand and comfortable at the same time.

! Coeducation was a hot topic at both Loomis and Chaffee during the 1960s, and 

by the end of the decade the school was willing to fully take action.29 The Chaffee 

School building (now knows as Chaffee Hall) was to sit at the end of the campus, still 

keeping some semblance of physical separation between boys and girls. DeMay 
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26. The low-lying, broken-up forms of Chaffee Hall. Photo courtesy Loomis 
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designed the building, 

finding an esthetic that 

could complement the 

Loomis buildings but be 

distinctly different. He 

seems to have found 

inspiration in the Loomis 

school farm, a traditional 

New England farm complex 

painted white that had to be 

torn down to make room for 

the new building. His new 

Chaffee is of brick, but was 

painted white to give the 

building identity 

(unfortunately, the paint has 

since been removed). Its forms also echo those of the farm—the low lying building is 

made up of sharp triangles, semicircles, and a large gambrel-roofed portion reminiscent 

of the old barn (Figure 26). This “village” unifies the various Chaffee school functions 

into a single, harmonious building. A large u-shaped portion of the building forms a 

semi-enclosed lawn facing the Ice Rink, and beyond it, the meadows. This wing 

contains classroom-seminar room-office clusters, the main lobby (which also serves as 

a transitional space from the lawn to the pickup area), and a student lounge. Next to this 
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sits the large gambrel-roofed wing, formerly a gymnasium that could also serve as an 

all-school meeting space,30 and now a music performance hall. The exciting exterior 

forms of the building made for an equally exciting interior (Figure 27). All classrooms 

featured sloping roofs and clerestory windows, while the student and teacher lounges 

both had walls of glass. Unfortunately, however, coeducation did not work out as 

planned. The Loomis and Chaffee schools, so close to complete coeducation, simply 

did not last as separate institutions and full coeducation was soon underway. Chaffee 

Hall, however, seems to have been built as its own ecosystem, separate from the 

campus around it. The building functioned excellently as a girls school, but when it lost 

that function, its location, arrangement, and esthetic no longer suited its users quite so 

well. It does, however, retain an idiosyncratic elegance to this day.

! The extreme construction of 

the late 1960s soon ground to a 

halt. The second phase of the 

Challenge Fund met little success, 

and the school had to settle for 

building only two of its many 

planned buildings -- a swimming 

pool and ice rink. Sasaki was soon 

replaced with local architect Robert 

von Dohlen. Dohlen designed a 

simple swimming pool, the 
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Benjamin van Doren Hedges Pool -- an interesting, angled shape playing off of Shimkus 

Gym that seems to have responded to the energy crisis of 1973 by having no windows 

(Figure 28). This inexpensive building is reasonably designed but was marred by a lack 

of the funds necessary to produce something more interesting. An ice rink followed 

several years later, near the railroad tracks on Island Road. 

! Around the same time, Stecker, LaBau, Arneill, McManus Architects, or the 

SLAM Collaborative, began working on Loomis Chaffee 2000, a long term master plan 

for the campus. Their plan lacked the insight of Sasakiʼs, placing dormitories in 

unfortunate locations and leaving the Rockefeller Quadrangle too open. Essentially, 

their philosophy seems to have been to expand the campus through mixed-use 

development. This approach is quite effective for many campuses, but did not respect 

the tightly controlled nature of the Grubbs Quad in the same way that the Sasaki plan 

did. The SLAM plan placed an arts complex across from Chaffee and a dormitory 

opposite the library, both serious mistakes in terms of hierarchic ordering. Founders is 

very deliberately placed across from the Loomis Dining Hall and not across from a 

dormitory. The strength of the two buildings balances nicely and lends an ordered 

feeling to the quad. The SLAM plan did not adequately address that key component of 

building hierarchy. 

! In 1986, after nearly a 10 year hiatus from major construction, Carter Hall was 

built. Carter, designed by David LaBau, of SLAM, was constructed next to the Brush 

Library in a subtlety detailed, postmodern style. The building is sited where Sasaki 

intended a classroom building to be (that way, one end of the walkway would lead to 

classrooms in a new building, the other would lead to classrooms in Founders -- and 
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29. A unique skylight opens up an otherwise dim hallway. Photo courtesy Loomis 
Chaffee School Archives, Windsor, CT.



proper hierarchy would result), 

so the Brush Library walkway 

and the new one that attached it 

to Carter both get little usage. 

This failure to understand the 

idea of the walkway not as a 

piece of decoration but as a 

functional circulation route 

seriously takes away from the 

building. The rest of the design is 

generally inoffensive with a few interesting details. The symmetrical building 

contextually uses brick and concrete to match Brush, though it does not relate to the 

rest of the campus well at all. Its squat forms do not call up the same lightness and 

elegance of the Murphy & Dana buildings. It does, however, have a neat trick up its 

sleeve in the form of postmodern chimneys. These chimney forms, appearing solid to 

one approaching, in fact hold clerestory skylights on their backs, letting light into the 

hallway below (Figure 29). This clever touch, full of the irony and wit that characterized 

classic postmodern architecture, added a touch of originality and humanity to an 

otherwise somewhat boring building.

! Just two years later, in 1988, SLAM was back, addressing another item in their 

master plan: the Dining Hall & student center. SLAMʼs plan involved carving an 

amphitheater down next to the Wilbur DIning Hall to allow natural light into the SNUG 

and create a space for outdoor socializing and performances. The firm also added new 
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wings to the Dining Hall, and a 

new lobby, kitchen, and 

servery.31 Their Dining Hall plan 

squeezes patrons through a tiny 

servery to get into the two Dining 

Halls, and ruins the scale and 

relationship of the buildings to 

each other through the addition 

of the wings on either side 

(Figure 31). The amphitheater is 

difficult to enter from the rest of 

the Rockefeller Quad, and the two are disconnected, their connection ruined by poor 

landscaping hiding them from each other. The SNUG still feels dingy -- after all, a view 

of concrete steps 

isnʼt all that 

great (Figure 

33). The overall 

complex has 

become 

convoluted and 

lost all of its 

former 
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31. The School Centerʼs postmodern wing. Photo by 
Izzy Kornblatt.

32. The School Center, an extreme over-complication of a building. 
Photo by Izzy Kornblatt.



elegance (Figure 32). The firmʼs chosen postmodern aesthetic seems overstuffed into 

its location, and despite having a 

few witty references to 

surrounding buildings, does not 

fit in properly at all next to its far 

more elegant neighbors. 

Perhaps the one redeeming 

quality of the design is the 

interior of the Dining Hall wings. 

Light-filled through huge 

windows and circular skylights, 

these are pleasant places to have a meal away from the complicated bustle of the rest 

of the building.

! SLAM returned again in 

1992 to design the Richmond Art 

Center, a building for the visual 

arts across from Chaffee Hall.32 

The resulting design is in places 

ingenious and in others baffling. 

The RAC, a brash postmodern 

composition abstracting the 

forms of a farm, barn, factory, 
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33. The School Centerʼs amphitheater. Photo by Izzy 
Kornblatt.

34. The Richmond Art Center in winter. Photo 
courtesy hartforddailyphoto.blogspot.com.



Richard Meier House, and Georgian 

walkway all at once, has an elegance in 

its broken up forms and consistent wit 

(Figures 34 and 38). A central L-shaped 

corridor connects to various art studios, a 

photography wing, an art history lecture 

hall, offices, classrooms, and a 

professional gallery. On the second floor 

is an apartment for visiting artists. Each of 

these elements is cleverly abstracted and 

derived from various precedents, as 

illustrated in Figures 35-38.  The interiors of the art 

studios, lit with northern light from clerestory 

windows, are pleasant to work in and another of 

the buildingʼs strengths. A large concrete plaza in 

front of the building, however, is another story. The 
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35. Richard Meierʼs Atheneum in New Harmony, 
Indiana. Photo courtesy Wikipedia.

36. The RACʼs Meier-style paneling. Photo courtesy 
Loomis Chaffee School Archives, Windsor, CT.

37. James Stirlingʼs Staatsgalerie 
Stuttgart. Photo courtesy Picasa.

38. The RAC features a Stirling-esque curved glass wall. Photo courtesy Loomis Chaffee School 
Archives, Windsor, CT.



windswept space gives the building an eternally wilting look. And the buildingʼs hallway 

is so separated from the studios that it in many ways discourages closer interaction 

between students, faculty, and visitors. For SLAM, some serious weaknesses held 

another project back from reaching its potential. Intelligent references and some 

spectacular spaces simply arenʼt quite enough to make the RAC very good. To build an 

arts building so far from central campus life is a bad idea to start -- but the RAC, with its 

separation of artists, makes the situation worse. Its dynamic ideas, brash forms, and 

engaging references certainly make it a building of interest, but its serious shortcomings 

stop it from reaching the next level of architecture.

! With the completion of the Richmond Art Center, the school turned to the still-

uncompleted Rockefeller Quadrangle.The Hartford firm of DuBose Associates was hired 

to create a master plan for quadrangle and design two new dormitories and a new 

admissions / communications building. The resulting plan called for one dormitory to 

replace a cottage across from the Brush Library, the second dormitory to sit across from 

the Clark Center between the NEO and Carter Hall, and the new admissions building to 

create a small, welcoming, auxiliary entrance to the campus from Island Road.33 Kravis 

Hall, completed in 1995, is truly an architectural disaster and perhaps the worst building 

on the Island. The building seeks to defer to the classicism of the Grubbs Quad, poorly 

copying details and missing key concepts. A large concrete walkway that seems to have 

been added at the last minute to the buildingʼs facade ends up awkwardly covering the 

Clark Centerʼs foyer, emphasizing the poor siting of both buildings and being essentially 

unused. Again an architect failed to understand the essential idea of a walkway as a 
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functional path rather than as a piece of added ornament. The building itself is no better. 

Despite apparently spending significant money to copy original brick patterns and create 

a complex slate roofline, the schoolʼs didnʼt get much of a building at all. Craig 

Saunders, of 

DuBose, may have 

placated angry 

traditionalists, but 

his building adds 

nothing to the 

campus: ignoring the 

far more interesting 

compositions around 

it, Kravis Hall draws 

attention to itself only 

as an eyesore. 

Harman Hall, completed in 1997, is marginally better. Its facade is again a mishmash of 

inoffensive motifs stolen from the buildings around it, but at least it is reasonably well 

proportioned and well sited. The interior layout is, according to some residents, 

awkward, but to his credit, Saunders worked diligently to give as many student rooms 

views of the meadows as possible.34 The building adds little to its surroundings but at 

least doesnʼt actively make things worse. The last of the bunch, Sellers Hall, is by far 

the most successful (Figure 39). Housing the admissions and communications offices, 
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Sellers features a logical layout and adds a much-needed warm feeling to the Island 

Road entrance. The building was not original or bold in its detailing, but as an 

admissions building, this wasnʼt a problem. The DuBose model of design for Loomis 

Chaffee, seemingly summed up in the word ʻderivation,ʼ is truly thoughtless and in fact 

disrespects the very buildings it tries so hard to copy. At worst, the buildings it produces 

are downright vulgar; at best, theyʼre mediocre. Pleasing traditionalists in the short-term 

doesnʼt help the school live up to its fantastic architectural potential. Given that, the 

DuBose years were not a good time for architecture at Loomis Chaffee.

! While Harman and Sellers were being constructed, LC felt another functional 

need creeping up: athletic space. The Erickson, Shimkus, and Chaffee gyms were 

simply inadequate, particularly given talk of Chaffee gym being eventually torn down.35 
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The New Haven firm of Herbert Newman & Partners Architects was hired to formulate a 

master plan for LCʼs athletic facilities in the mid 1990s. The resulting plan called for a 

squash pavilion, a double gymnasium, and a fitness center, among other upgrades. 

Completed in two phases, one in 1996 and the other in 2003, the plan was extensive 

and functional if not interestingly executed. In 1996 came the Kohn Squash Pavilion, a 

simple composition extending the forms of the Shimkus Gymnasium. Inside, six squash 

courts flank a central atrium with ample seating, though perhaps not enough natural 

light. The vague classicism of the exterior is boring though complimentary to the Grubbs 

Quad. The second phase of the project ties together the Erickson and Shimkus Gyms, 

the Hedges Pool, and the Kohn Squash Pavilion into one coherent, if oversized building. 

Entitled the Olcott Center, the building gave LC a dream athletic center, with ample 

space for almost everything. A double gymnasium sits behind Erickson Gym to the west, 

overlooking the new Pratt Turf Field and Wilde Track. A new main entrance is set back 

from the protruding forms of the Kohn Squash Pavilion and Erickson Gym, giving the 

building a demure, unimposing look and feel. On the interior, the building is effectively 

layed out and prominently features large internal windows giving visitors easy access 

and connection to the various athletic spaces it houses. A skylit rotunda is placed at the 

buildingʼs center, connecting the buildingʼs upper and lower levels. But where the 

interior layout succeeds, the exterior design fails. Large new classical forms were added 

to the complex, all with the firmʼs stated goal of “attaining a sense of weight appropriate 

to the need for a hierarchically ordered overall composition.”36 These forms, however, 

had no relation to the buildingʼs interior and only served to be inoffensive (Figure 40). 
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The buildingʼs lack of natural light in many spaces was another serious problem. (In 

fact, three large dormer windows were added to the exterior of the new gymnasium to 

break up the monotony of the slate roof, but they were inexplicably do not actually open 

onto the buildingʼs interior.) For its size and scale, the school could have done a lot 

better with this project.

! At the same time as the Olcott Center was under construction, Loomis Chaffee 

undertook its largest capital campaign ever, in large part to support some serious new 

construction. Aiming for $150 million, Our Best Selves was to fund a comprehensive 

renovation of the Clark Center, as well as the construction of a new academic building 

and performing arts center.37 For the new buildings, the school created an international 

competition, attracting entires from many architectural firms, including the firm of Rafael 

Vinoly, the renowned Spanish ʻstarchitect.ʼ38 Two finalists were eventually selected, 

each of strong merit: Weiss/Manfredi, a small, bold New York City firm, and William 

Rawn Associates, a more subdued but equally thoughtful Boston firm. Rawn, in part 

because of his previous concert hall designs (including the world famous Seiji Ozawa 

Hall at Tanglewood), got the commission. Rawnʼs architecture is not always eye-

catching or bold, but humanistic layouts, tasteful materials, and strong contemporary 

undercurrent in his work set him apart from the masses. The plan that Rawn developed 

for Loomis Chaffee was spot-on. A new music and theatre building, rendered in broken-

up brick, glass, and steel forms would close the Ratte Quadrangle on its northwestern 

side, and a new Chaffee Hall would replace the current one in the same location. The 
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conundrum that Chaffee presented was difficult: does one tear down an interesting and 

once-effective building that signifies a key point in school history if that building is no 

longer as function as it might have once been? Yes, Rawn answered, opting to replace 

the building with one that would more effectively respond to the need for a closed 

quadrangle. His buildings were to be tied together with an elegant, contemporary 

walkway and were designed with the intent of bring music and theater together and 

exhibiting them to passerby. Rawn was sensitive to the fact that few non-arts students 

ever saw the rich work on display in the Richmond Art Center. Through the artful use of 

materials, excellent siting, and an open layout, Rawn sought not to repeat that error a 

second time.39 

! Another interesting aspect of Rawnʼs design was his abstraction of older campus 

forms. Rawn noted that the power of the Grubbs Quadrangle was not repeated or well-

reflected on the rest of the campus. He decided to abstract the gambrel roof form of the 

Murphy & Dana buildings into a curved, steel, asymmetrical roof design with strong 

acoustic properties for musical rehearsal spaces. Seeking out the timeless qualities of 

the campusʼs older buildings and rendering them with contemporary materials, Rawn 

had created a potential masterpiece. Unfortunately, a masterpiece never to be realized. 

Our Best Selves, facing several economic dips, did not reach its goal, and the cost of 

the Rawn buildings ballooned out of control. In 2007, after years of delays and changes, 

the plans were scrapped. The school, rightly concerned with the economics of the plan, 

instead turned back to DuBose associates for a much smaller project.40
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! Without the Rawn buildings, Loomis Chaffee faced a dilapidated Chaffee Hall 

and longstanding need for dedicated music space. The resulting plan transformed 

Chaffee gym into a music recital hall, added a new music wing to the building, and 

renovated the existing classroom wing. The musical spaces, named the Hubbard Music 

Center, were completed in 2009 and the renovated English wing in 2010. The new wing 

extends to the north of the recital hall and includes a soaring atrium, a large rehearsal 

space, practice rooms, and various other music spaces. In plan, the atrium, cutting from 

the Chaffee parking lot all the way to the Ratte Quadrangle, makes sense as a corridor 

from campus to the wider world, but in execution, the oversized space seems out of 

place and never quite well used. The exterior forms of the addition copy as much as 

possible from the triangular forms of Chaffee Hall, but tone them down with more 

regular angles and incorporate symmetrical flourishes. With all the creativity and 

originality sucked out of these forms, and a garish slightly too-red brick cladding them, 

the new wing looks, to be blunt, extremely cheap. The concert hall is the only real 

success of the project. An intimate, cozy space with slightly kitschy details but excellent 

acoustics, the concert hall brings musicians the their audience together. Beautiful 

artichoke lighting and attractive, comfortable seating give the space an inviting and 

pleasant feel. 

! The classroom wing renovation, however, is another failure. Much of the unique 

character of the spaces was glossed over with boring color choices and gaudy 

carpeting. The exposed structural-wood ceilings were covered over with acoustic 

paneling (insulation, they say; travesty, I say). The buildingʼs trademark white paint was 
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also removed, revealing an ugly, dark brick never intended to be visible.41 In that 

decision, the essence of the entire Chaffee/Hubbard project and the unfortunate 

DuBose design philosophy can be seen. The concert hall is the exception to the rule.

! The Clark Center renovation, completed in 2009, featured an exterior by DuBose 

and an interior by Tecton Architects, of Hartford. Adopting a modern, steel esthetic, the 

architects sought to open the buildingʼs closed-off spaces, integrate math and science 

into a single, unified building, and transform separate labs and classrooms into 

integrated dual function rooms.42 The resulting building, while mundane and tawdry in 

places, is on the whole a quiet success. A cleverly shaped new entrance foyer, 
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mimicking the sloping form of the Brush Library, features attractive skylights and a 

glass-covered floor pit housing a dinosaur fossil and serves as a large reception space 

for events in Gilchrist Auditorium (Figure 41). A massive new window cutting down the 

brick facade lets light into the hallways on all three levels. And a new east entrance, 

replacing a decrepit concrete pit, gives the building another airy ground-level entry 

space. The interior walls, stretching endlessly in monotonous yellow, could have been 

more exciting, and should perhaps feature internal windows into the rooms, and certain 

details (such as faux crisscrossing structural supports) should perhaps have been 

omitted, but on the whole, the renovation was a remarkable success on a relatively 

small budget. An impressive number of environmental features, including radiant-heated 

floors and solar tubes, are also integrated into the design. Its only major shortcoming, 

the destruction of interesting, authentically modern spaces, was regrettable but perhaps 

unavoidable. The school was paying a price for its thoughtless planning 40 years 

before.

! And so the Loomis Chaffee campus exists today. The grand, formal Grubbs 

Quad, flanked by the massive, conglomerated athletics complex on one side and the 

expansive meadows on the other, opens onto the open Rockefeller Quad. The 

contrasting Georgian, Postmodern, and Modern buildings lend this space a much less 

controlled feeling, but also a slightly disparate appearance. From this springs a long, 

tree-lined path leading further south into the Ratte Quadrangle. Barely a quadrangle, 

this space is open on one side, dominated by a large parking lot, and ripe with potential 

for future construction. The campus has its brilliant successes and its dismal failures, 

but on the whole it is a place to be experiences. The high early architectural standards 
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and unique campus landforms have inspired different architects in different ways, and 

led to a strikingly memorable group of buildings. The Grubbs Quadrangle, is, however, 

the true image of the school. No other space on campus elicits quite as strong a 

reaction or sticks in oneʼs memory quite as vividly. In 1968, the Sasaki plan for a new 

quadrangle had much potential to match it in a modern way; unfortunately, some of that 

planʼs key designs were never carried out. William Rawnʼs 2007 plans for two new 

buildings at the south end of campus captured some of that same spirit; they too, 

however, were never realized. This is not to say that the Loomis Chaffee campus is not 

full of modern successes. The Katharine Brush Library and Wilbur Dining Hall 

successfully interpret timeless principles in modern ways. The Richmond Art Center and 

Carter Hall, both buildings that are not entirely successes, still bring a sharp irony and 

wit to campus design. And the recent Clark Center renovation, combining subtle details 

and a clever foyer addition, makes use of modern technology and a contemporary 

aesthetic to bring a 1961 building into the 2000s. 

! With a new campus master plan by Sasaki Associates under way and several 

potential future projects emerging, Loomis Chaffee needs now more than ever to 

examine its architectural history and grasp onto what has made the campus so 

architecturally special. Many of Loomis Chaffeeʼs core tenets have changed little since 

the school was chartered in 1879. Loomis Chaffee has remained focused on adhering 

to the highest academic standards. It has also remained a place that strives to be open 

to all people, both in terms of providing financial assistance to those in need and in 

terms of creating an atmosphere on campus that is accepting and affirming. These 

principles have not changed; what has, is how they have been interpreted in the 
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campusʼs architecture. Bold, innovative interpretations of these principles have given 

Loomis Chaffee its best buildings. They have driven the school to push its architectural 

limits and in the process improve the quality of campus life. As the times continue to 

change, Founders Hall and the Brush Library live on as two of Loomis Chaffeeʼs most 

iconic and successful buildings. They are both driven by progressive, challenging ideas 

and were both risks in their own time.  A willingness to take risks and a careful 

interpretation of the schoolʼs principles are the keys to great architecture for Loomis 

Chaffee. The Island has massive potential; itʼs now in our hands to realize it. If we 

embrace those principles without letting ourselves be bound too tightly by the past, then 

I am convinced that the best is yet to come.

______________________________________
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42. The Island and its school. Photo by Izzy Kornblatt.


