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SUMMARY

The Boca Grande Community Center occupies a block of land in
the unincorporated community of Boca Grande, Lee County, Florida.
The Community Center is comprised of three contributing
buildings: the Boca Grande School, the Boca Grande School
Teacherage, and the Boca Grande Community House. The complex
contributes to the Historic Resources of Lee County, Florida,
multiple property group under property types F.3, Education
Buildings and F.4, Government and Public Resources; and under
historic context IV, The Great Depression and World War II, 1928-
1945.

SETTING

The Boca Grande Community Center is located on block 5 in
the Boca Grande Subdivision, an attractive residential area. It
is bounded by Second Street on the north, an abandoned railroad
right-of-way on the east, First Street on the south, and Park
Avenue on the west. The property is landscaped with a variety of
tropical plants and trees, including palm, cypress, and oak. The
grounds contain three parking areas, a basketball court, two
tennis courts, and a playground. The Boca Grande School (now the
Boca Grande Community Center) is located on the southern half of
the block, while the Boca Grande School Teacherage (now a private
residence and Department of Transportation office) and the Boca
Grande Community House (now a multi-purpose meeting center and
Boca Grande Art Alliance store) are located on the northern half.

DECRIPTION
BOCA GRANDE SCHOOL: Exterior

The Boca Grande School is a one-story Mediterranean Revival
style building constructed with a brick and hollow tile
structural system (photo 1). The building rests on a concrete
foundation. Originally, the building had a U-shaped plan that
encompassed a central courtyard (photo 2). The irregular shape
of the building as it appears today was created by a two room
addition at the northwest corner of the building in 1936. The
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building has both gable roofs and flat roofs with ceramic barrel
tile coping. The exterior walls are covered with smooth stucco.

The main (south) facade consists of a center block with two
projecting wings that enclose the courtyard on three sides. The
classrooms are accessed through the arcaded walkway around the
courtyard (photo 3). The west projecting wing terminates at the
facade with a low gable roofed segment (photo 4). Below the
gable roof is a single double~hung sash window with a masonry
surround. The facade of this wing features a decorative terra-
cotta crest above a blind coquina arch (photo 5). The east
projecting wing terminates at the facade with a two-story tower
(photo 6). The hip roof of the tower is surfaced with ceramic
barrel tile. A polychromatic ceramic tile band encircles the
tower just below the roofline. The second story of the tower is
pierced by arched openings with keystones and masonry sills. The
tower flares below the arches to a square base that extends to
the ground. A pair of terra-cotta crests are located near the
flared roof. The base of the tower contains a blind arch above a
single double-~-hung sash window with a masonry surround.

The east and west elevations of the building are similar in
design, consisting primarily of groups of three paired double-
hung sash windows with 6/6 lights (photos 7 and 8).

A flat roof addition, constructed in 1936, projects from the
rear (north) elevation (photo 9). The design of the addition is
identical to that of the original building. The pattern of
double-hung sash windows is continued on the addition. The east
elevation of the addition has an arcaded walkway, like that of
the courtyard (photo 10).

The rear elevation of the original building features a
series of enclosed rectangular window openings that were blocked-
in during a 1973 renovation (photo 11).

OCA G DE S :

The interior spaces of the Boca Grande School remain largely
intact. The building originally contained six classrooms, two
offices, boy’s and girl’s bathrooms, and an auditorium. A 1936
addition to the building added two classrooms (photo 12). All of
the rooms are accessed through an arcaded exterior hallway. The
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classrooms are approximately twenty-two feet in width and twenty-
seven feet in length. The floors are original tongue-and-groove
pine. The walls are smooth stucco and the original blackboard
and pine molding and baseboards are still in place (photo 13).
The auditorium also retains much of its original configuration
(photo 14). The sixty-three by twenty-seven feet room features a
pine floor that slopes to a raised stage and the original
individual wood seats. The windows in the auditorium were
infilled with concrete block in 1973.

Alterations to the interior consist largely of partitions
added to cordon off spaces within the individual rooms and the
use of drop ceilings to improve acoustics and conceal air
conditioning vents. For example, a wood and glass partition has
been added to create office space and a separated reading area
for the current reference room (photo 15).

C TEACHERAGE ¢ i

The Boca Grande School Teacherage is a simple frame
vernacular building with Craftsman style elements and a T-shaped
plan (photo 16). The exterior walls have drop siding. The main
facade faces west and is dominated by a gabled porch projection
that intersects with the side-facing gable of the main roof. The
porch roof is supported by square wood columns that rest on a
knee wall. The porch has been enclosed and contains the
centrally located primary entrance. The porch has aluminum
awning windows; the remaining windows are double-hung sash with
6/6 lights.

The north and south sides of the building are identical in
configuration and feature three double-hung sash windows with the
central window placed slightly higher (photo 17). The rear
(east) elevation consists of single double-hung sash windows with
6/6 lights at the corners, two entrances, and two six-light
casement windows (photo 18). A wood deck has been added to the
rear elevation.

QC CH GE:

Originally constructed as a duplex, the building has been
converted to a single family residence by the partial removal of
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the center wall. Despite that alteration, the interior retains a
significant amount of its historic appearance. It is divided
into eight rooms. The original beaded board walls and ceilings
are still in evidence in several rooms (photo 19). Original
wainscoting, pine flooring, door and window molding, and
baseboards remain in excellent condition.

OC D USE: terio

The Boca Grande Community House is a masonry vernacular
building with an irregular plan. The exterior walls are brick
and a brick stringcourse encircles the building below the
windows. The main gable roof intersects with gable extensions
and a rear flat roof addition. The main (north) facade contains
a central double door entrance, which is flanked on either side
by four metal awning windows with three lights (photo 20). The
entrance is sheltered by a small gabled portico supported by wood
posts. The east elevation, with a similar entrance portico,
features two gable extensions at the corners (photo 21). The
entrance on this elevation is flanked by pairs of metal sash
windows. The gabled extensions contain metal awning windows. An
exterior end chimney is located on the west elevation. The rear
(south) elevation consists of two additions that were constructed
in the early 1940s.

BO [6) 2 io

The interior of the Community House is divided into seven
rooms. The most prominent interior space is a 40’ X 50/ multi-
purpose room (photo 22). This room features a decorative wood
truss ceiling, original lighting fixtures, brick walls, a large
fireplace, and pine tongue-and-groove flooring. The meeting and
lounge rooms in the north part of the building also have original
flooring, molding, and doors. The 1940s additions at the rear of
the building contain restroom/showers, a kitchen (photo 23), and
an industrial arts shop.
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ALTERATIONS

The three buildings that comprise the Boca Grande Community
Center retain their original design features to a high degree.
Alterations have consisted primarily of rear additions and window
replacements.
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SUMMARY

The Boca Grande Community Center is a complex of three
buildings: the Boca Grande School, the Boca Grande School
Teacherage, and the Boca Grande Community House. This complex is
eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places
under criteria A and C at the local level in the areas of
education, recreation and culture, and architecture. The Boca
Grande School and Boca Grande School Teacherage are the only
surviving education-related facilities in the community. The
Boca Grande Community Center contributes to the Historic
Resources of Lee County multiple property group under property
types F.3, Education Buildings and F.4, Government and Public
Resources; and under historic context IV, The Great Depression
and World War II, 1928-194S5.

HISTORIC CONTEXT

Boca Grande’s first school, in 1893, was a small frame
structure built by the citizens of the community. Because of low
enrollment, the school was only open sporadically during the
ensuing fifteen years. By 1908, growth was sufficient to warrant
the construction of a larger building and a special taxing
district was established to raise money for this purpose. In
1911 a two-story, frame building with four classrooms was erected
on Gilchrist Avenue, on property donated by the Boca Grande Land
Company .

The Gilchrist Avenue school remained in operation until the
late 1920s when, once again, the community’s population of school
age children required a larger building. School enrollment
nearly doubled in Lee County during the Land Boom years of the
mid-1920s, placing a severe strain on what had become an
antiquated system of small frame school buildings, most of which
had been constructed in the 1890s and early 1900s. In response,
the City of Fort Myers and the Lee County School Board undertook
an ambitious program to construct new school buildings, upgrade
equipment, and hire more qualified teachers. Eighteen new
schools were constructed in the county between 1924 and 1929.
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HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE

School

Boca Grande was selected to receive one of the new schools.
Although the Gilchrist Avenue School remained in place until
1930, a new Boca Grande School was erected in 1929 on land
provided by Francis and Louise Crowninshield. Money for the
construction of the Boca Grande School was provided by residents
of the community and the Crowninshields, who subscribed to a
$50,000 bond issue. Plans for the school were drawn by architect
Nat Gaillard Walker. Walker, along with fellow architect W. O.
Sparklin, was retained by the School Board to execute designs for
other county schools during the expansion program of the late
1920s.

In November 1928, the School Board received seven bids for
the erection of the school. The project was awarded to the Allen
Lauretson & Company construction firm who offered the low bid of
$33,493. Construction of the school began early in 1929 and was
completed in August, in time for the beginning of the school
year.

The school, which accommodated grades one through twelve,

had six large classrooms, two offices, indoor bathrooms, and a
large auditorium. It was largely attended by children of local
construction and railroad workers. During the mid-1930s however,
students from the north end of Gasparilla Island were bused to
the school. Due to the increased enrollment, which totaled as
many as 180 students during the late 1930s, additional space was
needed, and a two-room addition was constructed on the northwest
corner of the building in 1936.

The Boca Grande School was closed in 1964 due to declining
enrollment. The number of school children in the area steadily
decreased after World War II as the phosphate shipping, guide
fishing, and commercial fishing industries declined. The closing
of Lee County’s military bases after World War II also diminished
the school age population. The Boca Grande School remained
vacant until 1972 when, under a special bill passed by the
Florida State Legislature, it was deeded to the community for use
as a community center. The building was renovated in 1973 to
provide meeting and office space for various clubs and
organizations.
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Teacherage

In January 1930, the School Board voted to raze the old
school on Gilchrist Avenue and construct a duplex teacherage on
the northwest corner of the school property. Some of the
materials used in constructing the teacherage may have come from
the o0ld school. One apartment in the frame teacherage was
provided free of charge to the school’s principal and his family,
while the other was usually occupied by one or more teachers.

The teacherage was vacant from 1964, when the Boca Grande School
closed, until 1971, when it was converted to an office/residence
for the Lee County Department of Transportation.

Community House

A third building, the Boca Grande Community House, was added
to the school grounds in 1940. The multi-purpose brick building
was proposed and funded by Louise Crowninshield. It served as a
gymnasium for the Boca Grande School, a meeting place for various
community organizations, and an auditorium for pageants,
community dinners, school proms, and weddings. During World War
IT it was used by the local chapter of the U.S.0. as a center for
entertaining soldiers stationed at bases in Lee and Charlotte
counties. The community house still serves its original function
as a meeting place and auditorium for community activities.

Francis and ILouise Crowninshield

Francis and Louise Crowinshield were instrumental in
securing the land and the funds for the Boca Grande School and
Community House. A Delaware native, Louise was the daughter of
Colonel Henry A. and Mary du Pont. She developed an early
appreciation for history, nature, and the arts. 1In 1900 she
married Francis B. Crowninshield, heir to the wealth of a ship
merchant family of Salem, Massachusetts. The couple settled
first in Boston, where Louise engaged in various charitable
activities. 1In the ensuing years, they established seasonal
residences at Marblehead, Massachusetts and Montchanin, Delaware.
By 1916, Francis had become attracted to the tarpon fishing of
the Boca Grande area and built a lodge there where he and Louise
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began to spend their winters. During the 1920s they constructed
a large estate in Boca Grande, which is extant. As she had done
in the other places she lived, Louise became involved in local
charitable and historical organizations. She sponsored a health
clinic at Boca Grande and founded the Boca Grande Woman’s Club.
She was also a member of the Florida Historical Society, the
Historical Association of South Florida, the Florida Audubon
Society, and the Florida Forestry Association. In 1949, Louise
Crowninshield was one of the founding trustees of the National
Trust for Historic Preservation and continued to be one of the
most prominent figures in the development of American’s historic
preservation movement.

ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

The Boca Grande School, with its landscaped courtyard,
arcade, tower, and terra cotta ornamentation, is an excellent
example of the Mediterranean Revival style applied to a public
building. The building was designed by prominent Fort Myers
architect N. Gaillard Walker, who was engaged by the School Board
in 1926 to draw plans for a variety of educational facilities
throughout the county. His plans for the Boca Grande School,
incorporating indoor bathrooms and spacious, well-ventilated, and
well-1lit classrooms, contributed to a healthy learning
environment for the students. Walker came to Fort Myers during
the land boom and designed numerous residences and commercial
buildings. Among his other works is the 1926 Jewett-Thompson
House in Fort Myers (NR 1988).

The buildings of the Boca Grande Community Center have
little external ornamentation and the interior spaces were well
designed for their intended functions. Both the Boca Grande
School Teacherage and Boca Grande Community House were
constructed with functional vernacular designs. The Community
House is one of the few brick structures in Boca Grande.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

Lee County unincorporated; Boca Grande PB 7 PG 1, all of BLK
5 and vacant R/W (OR 1086/1085).

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION

The nominated property includes the entire parcel
historically associated with the Boca Grande Community Center and
encompasses all of the property deeded to the Lee County School
Board by Francis and Louise Crowninshield in 1929.
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1. Boca Grande Community Center
2. Lee county, Florida

3. Stephen Olausen

4. March 1994

5. Historic Property Associates

6. Boca Grande School, main (south) facade; view looking
northwest

7. Photo 1 of 23

Numbers 1-5 are the same for the remaining photographs

6. Boca Grande School, facade courtyard, view looking north

7. Photo 2 of 23

6. Boca Grande School, arcaded courtyard walkway, view looking
northwest

7. Photo 3 of 23

6. Boca Grande School, oblique view of facade, facing northeast

7. Photo 4 of 23

6. Boca Grande School, detail of blind arch, main (south)

facade; view looking north
7. Photo 5 of 23

6. Boca Grande School, east wing of main (south) facade; view
looking north

7. Photo 6 of 23

6. Boca Grande School, west elevation, view looking northeast

7. Photo 7 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, east elevation, view looking west

7. Photo 8 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, west elevation of rear addition; view
looking southwest
7. Photo 9 Of 23
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6. Boca Grande School, east elevation of rear addition; view
looking west

7. Photo 10 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, rear (north) elevation; view looking
south

7. Photo 11 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, interior, classroom; view looking
southwest

7. Photo 12 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, interior, classroom; view looking
northeast
7. Photo 13 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, interior, view of auditorium, looking
west
7. Photo 14 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School, interior, classroom; view looking
southwest

7. Photo 15 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School Teacherage, main (west) facade; view

looking east
7. Photo 16 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School Teacherage, south elevation; view looking
north
7. Photo 17 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School Teacherage, rear (east) elevation; view
looking west

7. Photo 18 Of 23

6. Boca Grande School Teacherage, interior detail, bedroom;

view looking southeast
7. Photo 19 Of 23

6. Boca Grande Community House, main (north) facade; view
looking southwest
7. Photo 20 Of 23
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6. Boca Grande Community House, east elevation; view looking
northwest

7. Photo 21 Of 23

6. Boca Grande Community House, interior, view of General
Purpose Room, looking southwest

7. Photo 22 Of 23

6. Boca Grande Community House, interior view of kitchen,

looking southeast
7. Photo 23 Of 23
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