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This complex, located in downtown Rockville, Connecticut, con­ 
sists of two large brick buildings separated by a tarmac parking lot 
(Fig. 1). The larger structure, the former Rockville High School, 
was constructed in 1892 in the Richardson Romanesque style, and stands 
on the northeast corner of Park and School Streets (Figs, 1 and 2). 
The second structure, located further to the east along School Street, 
is known as the East School* (Figs. 3 and 4-). It is Italianate in 
design and was built in 1870. Behind the two buildings to the north, 
the land slopes upwards; and behind the parking lot and the East 
School, there are a lawn, trees and some old playground equipment. 
To the north and east of the complex is a residential area of large, 
nineteenth-century residences; while to the south and west lies the 
commercial area of the town. Neither of these buildings is used as 
a school today. The former high school houses the offices of the 
superintendent of the Vernon Public Schools (Rockville was an incor­ 
porated city within the town of Vernon). The East School is used 
for storage.

The high school building is a vigorous BicfcardsiSmian Romanesque 
composition, constructed of brick (common bond in Flemish variation), 
this is a 2^-story structure (with a full basement), and is essentially 
rectangular in form. The foundation is rough-faced, granite ashlar; 
and the roof is covered with blue-grey slates.

The exterior elevations of the building are highly asymmetrical, 
and they display a number of interesting decorative features. At 
the southwest corner of the building is a massive, four-story, square 
tower. Above the foundation, long, narrow windows mark the first 
two stories. In the third story, there is a double row of smaller, 
square windows* and the final story is a belfry formed by an open 
arcade (Fig. 5;, Above, there is a parapet and a steeply-pitched 
hipped roof with copper cresting along the ridge. At each 
corner of the tower are slender, polygonal turrets terminating 
in rounded stone caps which project above the belfry's parapet. 
These turrets begin at the second story and spring from granite 
corbels which have intricately carved foliated designs (Fig. 6).

Besides one face of the tower, the west elevation of the building 
(facing Park Street) is mostly taken up by a massive, crenellated 
entrance porch. This structure is dominated by a large, stilted 
archway into which the granite stairs lead towards the recessed double 
doors. To the left of the porch are three narrow arched windows; while 
above are the rectangular windows of the second floor and a peaked- 
roof attic gable with a large, round-arched window.

The School Street or south facade has three major elements. 
At the western end is the tower. In the center is a 2)l-story block 
which terminates in attic gable similar to the Park Street facade. 
This block also contains an entranceway recessed in an arched opening,
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although the arch is round, not stilted, and there is no projecting 
porch. The third and easternmost element is a large block which 
projects slightly. It consists of two stories defined bj rows of 
rectangular windows and a very large attic gable with a round-arched 
window having fan-like glazing bars and a row of small squared win­ 
dows underneath*

The east elevation of the building is remarkable only for a 
projecting two-story bay which encompasses a stairway.

Finally, the north elevation has a projecting block with a large 
attic gable a* its eastern end which matches the corresponding 
element on the south facade. There are three triangular bays in the 
centers and, then, five arched windows on the first story of the 
facade's western end.

Below the roof of the entire building, there is a wooden cor­ 
nice with modillions, under which the last nine courses of the brick 
sidewalls are stepped to form a corbelled frieze. 
All the window lintels and sills are rough-faced granite; and the 
recessed openings are filled with modern 1-over-l steel sash with 
flat panels at the top* Only the arched windows in the attic gables 
are original.

The interior of the building reveals a typical central-hallway 
distribution plan. The first floor has been recently renovated 
into offices for the staff of the superintendent of schools. Most 
of the ceilings have been lowered through the use of acoustical 
tiles, and many walls have been covered with wood panelling. The 
entrance from School Street leads to a large central stairway (Fig. 9) 
constructed of narrow oak tongue-and-groove vertical boarding and 
heavy oak posts. The second floor is much more original with rooms 
containing high, pressed-tin ceilings, oak doors, and narrow oak 
floors. The attic floor is mostly used for storage, but there is 
one particularly interesting room in the tower. This small space, 
about 14 f by 14 f is lighted not only by the double row of square' 
windows which can be seen from the outside, but also by a skylight 
in the ceiling. The light to this skylight is obtained through the 
open arcade of the belfry: amd,^«o, the roof of the tower acts only 
as a canopy above this "interior11 roof.

The second building of this complex is the East School. 
Smaller than the former high school, it is a rectangular, 2#-story 
building constructed of brick (common bond in Flemish variation).
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Because of the slope of the land, the basement on the south side is 
really the first story of the building. The foundation is constructed 
of cut granite blocks; and the gable roof, with its ridge parallel 
to School Street, is covered by asphalt shingles.

The exterior of the building is regular and symetrical. The 
main (south) facade is seven bays wide. At the center, in front 
of the main door, is a magnificent, Italian Gothic portico (Fig. 7). 
It has a flat roof, a modillioned cornice with brackets at the cor­ 
ners; and it is supported by |>lain, clustered columns which rise 
upwards to form ogee-shaped openings on the front and sides* Above 
this composition are central arched windows with narrow, paired, 
i^ound-headed, 4-over-2 sash. These windows have arched granite 
lintels with prominent key stones.

The east and west facades are plain and four bays wide.

Under the eaves of the building are large, paired cornice 
brackets (Fig, 8). All of the windows, with the exception of the 
central arched windows on the front facade, are covered by plywood; 
but the original 6-over-6 sash remain underneath. Over all of these 
rectangular windows are heavy gramite^lintels.

The interior plan of this building is straightforward. The 
half-basement contains a boiler room and girls> and boys1 lavatories. 
The central oak staircaaesleads to hallways on both the first and 
second floors. Each floor contains four classrooms, all of which 
have high, pressed-tin ceilings (Fig. 10), slate blackboards and 
narrow, oak floors.

This building has undergone several changes. First, iron 
firescapes have been erected at the front and rear. Another change 
was the removal of the central bell cupola. This was blown off with 
half the roof in the hurricane of 1938 and was not replaced. Finally, 
some years ago, a wooden porch, similar in style to the front portico, 
was removed from the rear of the building.

In general, both buildings are in good, stable condition.
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The Rockville S&hool Complex possesses two areas of significance. 
First, the two buildings are noteworthy examples of late nine­ 
teenth century architectural styles adapted to school construction 
(criterion C). Second, the schools are significant to the local 
history of the town in which they are located, while reflecting the 
general development of public education nationally ( criterion' 4) .

The East School, overall, is a spare, competently designed Ital- 
ianate structure. The large, paired cornice brackets, the arched 
central windows of the main facade, and the square cupola (now gone) 
are typical decorative features of this style. What gives this build­ 
ing character and sets it off from other similar structures is the 
magnificent Italian Gothic portico over the main doorway. This is 
a most unusual embellishment for such an otherwise modest, utilitarian 
structure. It reminds us that the influence of John Ruskin, who was 
an ardent admirer and publicist of Italian Gothic architecture, was 
deep and powerful on both sides of the Atlantic.

Whereas the East School is an utilitarian structure embellished 
by appended details, the Old Rockville High School is a pure and sig­ 
nificant example of a particular architectural style, in this case, 
Eichardsotian Romanesque. Only one fact is known about the architect, 
Francis R. Richmond: that he lived and worked in Springfield, Massa­ 
chusetts from 1890 until 1911 when his name disappears from the city 
directories. He was, however, obviously skillful, creating a build­ 
ing that expressed the full Richardsonian vocabulary: materials of 
contrasting hues (in this case, red brick and grey granite), a tower 
with polygonal turrets, steep attic gables, deeply recessed windows, 
multi-planed roof, a crenellated porch, foliated corbels, round arches, 
and decorative brickwork.

This style, of course, was the legacy of Henry Hobson Richardson, 
who died at forty-seven in 1886. Richardson's influence was very great 
nationwide; and buildings wmichlimitated his interpretation of historical 
Romanesque architecture continued to enjoy favor until the turn of the 
century .1 Thus, it was quite natural for a committee of Rockville 
citizens meeting in 1891 to select a design for their new school 
which expressed this "modern" style.

These buildings also contribute to a better understanding of
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the history of Rockville and the development of public edticstidBr 
nationally. Both buildings were constructed in response to the rapid 
growth of Rockville after the Civil War. The town's prosperity was 
based on textiles; and, - as new factories were built and old ones were 
expanded in the boom which followed the war's end f working men and 
women moved into the community, rapidly increasing the number of 
school age children. The building of the East School was meant to 
lessen overcrowding At the smaller district schools scattered through­ 
out the town.2

In the same year, 1870, a high school course of study was 
established in the town under the guidance of a young schoolmaster. 
The first class consisted of two brothers who graduated in 1873  
From this modest beginning, the popularity of the high school course 
steadily increased.* This prompted a town meeting in 1890 to appoint 
a committee, "...to procure plans, specifications and estimate of cost 
for the erection of a High School building...."4 Opened in 1893, the 
new school cost $59?000 to build and furnish.5

It should also be noted that the construction of the Rockville 
High School occurred during a period when secondary education was 
rapidly expanding throughout the United States. Industrial growth 
and commercial development created a need for better educated young 
adults who were trained in sciencej business skills, modern languages 
and other technical subjects. The old private academies were inade­ 
quate to provide mass secondary education; and, in consequence, the 
number of public high schools in the United States increased from 
600 in 1870 to 6,000 in 1900?

These educational trends are clearly illustrated in the phys­ 
ical arrangement of space in these schools. The East School is a 
simple, straightforward plan with four classrooms on the first floor 
and four more on the second. This, obviously, is an elementary 
school, designed for self-contained, graded classes .where children 
sat at desks learning the rudiments of reading,rwriting and arith­ 
metic. The Old Rockville High School, in contrast, is a much more 
complex building. Its rooms"were designed for particular purposes, 
and its broad halls facilitated the movement of students from one 
area to another. For example, on the first floor there was a large 
lecture hall and. on Jhe second, a library, physics laboratory, and a 
chemistry laboratory/ Finally, it is interesting to note that this 
building was only used as & high school until 1924, a period of thirty- 
one years, when it was replaced by a new and more complex facility.
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Footnotes

^"Marcus Whiffen, American Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to 
the Styles (Cambridge, MA: The M. I. T. Press, 1969), pp. 133-140.

pOn the general growth of Rockville and educational development,
see, George S.~Brookes, Cascades and Courage; The History of the 
Town of Vernon and the City of Rockville« Connecticut (privately 
printed. 1959)  passim*

z
 'On the establishment of the high school course, see Mrs, 

Gardner Stanley, "History of Vernon and Rockville"(iypescript, 1936), 
P* 108.

/-
John D. Hicks, etjal, , The American Nations 1A History of the 

United States from. 186^ to the Present (4th ed< . ^ Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1963), p.

n
'Brookes, Cascades and. Courage* p.
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from 1863 to the Present, 4th ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1963*

Stanley, Mrs. Gardner. "History of Vernon and Rockville." Typescript, 
1936.

Whiffen, Marcus. American Architecture Since 1780; A Guide to the 
Styles. Cambridge, MA: The H. I. T. Press, 1969.


