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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

This building was constructed in^l§6§) Since that time there have been no 
architectural or structural: '•*&&&%&& in the facility.

The building is constructed entirely of wood with the exterior lumber of 
ship-lap painted white. The main entrance to the school is recessed to 
form a small entry area. Attached to the front of the building is a small 
porch supported by wooden columns. There are two rear doors to the~building. 
A porch of very simple construction extends the width of the building to 
cover the rear entrance area.

According to Harold Kirker, the long classic tradition in American public 
building in the East set the trend for California's early American period 
architecture, with Greek and Roman derivative styles dominating civic 
architecture on the California frontier. w 0,^f:k Reyiyal was the primary 
vernacular until the completion of the Central Pacific Railroad. The 
California preference for classic style can be seen in the school house at 
Murphys. The facade of the building shows the symmetrical balance with a 
broad pedimented gable, and square corner pilasters supporting the cornice, 
giving the building a temple front appearance of Greek Revival forms. The 
small cupola above the entrance has a low pitched roof and square pilasters, 
supporting a cornice and separated by arches, adding Italian forms to the 
composition of the classic revival structure. The window framing is modi 
fied from Greek Revival, each window being capped by a small low-pitched 
flattened wooden pediment. The building's architecture shows the simplicity 
of classic styling brought to the Gold Rush country by pioneers from the East

Located on a 1.75 acre site, the building overlooks the small community of 
Murphys.

The interior of the building has had no significant architectural or struc 
tural changes since it was originally constructed. There are two rooms of 
equal size and two storage areas. The only change from the original struc 
ture was the addition of electricity for lighting, plumbing, sinks and 
toilets, and a gas operated heating system. The chalkboards are original 
and are made of slate. The floors are the original material (pineboards), 
and are still treated with oil, and sweeping compound is used for cleaning 
the floors.

The building has been used for a school since its construction in 1860. 
A new school is presently under construction and, upon completion, the 
Murphys School will be retired as an educational facility.

In June, 1973 the building will be transferred to the vMurph
Club and the Veterans Memorial District to be maintaine
building and small museum. / *y ~K- rt
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

This school, the oldest continuously used school building in California, 
is one of the few remaining landmarks in the area. The first public 
school to be operated in Murphys, it was constructed in iBW^fBltowing the 
formation of the Murphys Grammar School District. The original building 
has had no architectural or structural changes in the 112 years it has 
been used for a school.

The building is an excellent example of California's mid-19th Century 
architecture based upon the classic revival forms brought by its eastern 
settlers. The Greek and Roman based styles dominated California's civic 
architecture during the 1850's and early 1860's; California's preference 
for classic style can be seen in this 1860 structure. The structure is 
a composite of classic forms, primarily Greek Revival with its simple 
refined temple-like facade. It represents not only the architectural 
design of small schools of the 1860's but also represents an era of 
great historical significance.

This area, the Mother Lode Country, was instrumental through the discovery 
of gold to change the course of Western history and to excite men in 
every walk of life throughout the world. The lust for quick riches 
attracted men from every corner of the globe to this virtually unexplored 
region of America. Consequently the "Gold Rush" set the scene for a very 
rapid exploration and settlement never witnessed by any other area of 
this country.

The Murphys Grammar School building has been verified to be the oldest 
school in continuous use (1860-1973) *west of the Mississippi River. 
Perhaps more significant is the fact that this building is a landmark 
that was an important factor in the development of the State of Califor 
nia. From an educational point of view, the structure, unaltered since 
its building, provides a true record of history for education, architects, 
historians and visitors alike. This building provided housing for 
thousands of children during its 113 years of service to the community. 
One student, who received all his elementary education in the Murphy 
School, gained international prominence upon reaching adulthood. He was 
Dr. Albert A. Michelson, the first American to win the Nobel Prize for 
'Physics. He measured the speed of light, the elasticity of the earth and



Dr. Richard Coke Wood, "Murphys, Queen of the Sierra" 
"Calaveras, the Land of Skulls" 
"Tales of Old Calaveras

Kenneth M. and Doris Castro, "Murphys, California, History and Guide"

Archives of: Calaveras Prospect, San Andreas, California 
Calaveras Chronicle, Mokelurane Hill, California

Harold Kirker, "California's Architectural Frontier"
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the diameter of the stars, and constructed the instruments to do so. At 
the time of his death, his close friend^ Einstein, reportedly said he 
had gotten the idea for his theory of relativity from his close friend, 
Michelson. Murphys, home of the Murphys Grammar School, is designated by 
California Historical Landmark Number 275 (Murphys Township).

* National Survey conducted by B. M. Staffon for the Vallecito Union 
School District, December, 1972.
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