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SUMMARY DESCRIPTION 

John Handley High School is situated on a hill overlooking a broad park-like campus in a residential 
area southwest of the central business district of the city of Winchester, Virginia. Built 1921-1923, 
it is an impressive Neoclassical Revival brick building designed by Cleveland, Ohio, architect Walter 
R McCornack. The large rectangular school features a two-story, hip-roofed central block topped 
by a balustraded deck from which rises a three-stage wooden cupola. The front is dominated by a 
hexastyle pedimented portico with Corinthian columns. Flanking the central portico are long one- 
story brick wings fionted by Ionic-columned loggias. A wide brick-paved terrace, supported by brick 
arcades below, extends beyond the portico and classroom wings. More recent additions have been 
confhed to the rear of the original school building. The school grounds, a contributing site, were 
designed by the nationally known landscape architecture firm of Olmsted Brothers of Brookline, 
Massachusetts in 1916. An athletic field, located in &ont of the school, is situated in a bowl-like arei 
with an oval track and two noncontributing stadiums; the south stadium was built in 1973 and the 
north stadium in 1981. Beyond the athletic field is an extensive grassy lawn flanked by double rows 
of oak trees. Facing Valley Avenue at the eastern extent of the lawn is a granite monument erected 
in 1968 to the memory of Judge John Handley, the school's benefactor. 

ARCEIITECTURAL ANALYSIS 

Located on a 40-acre tract of land bounded by Valley Avenue to the east, Jefferson Street to the 
south, Tennyson Avenue to the west, and Handley Boulevard to the north, John Handley High School 
is perched on a hill near the western limits of the property. The imposing Neoclassical Revival 
building overlooks a park-like campus that extends several hundred yards east to  Valley Avenue. 
Mostly a grassy lawn, the campus is shaded by double rows of oak trees that h e  an impressive 
vista terminating in the west with the school building. The grounds were designed by Olmsted 
Brothers, a nationally known landscape architecture firm in Brookline, Massachusetts. The firm was 
hired by the Handley Board of Trustees to develop a landscape plan for the school in 1916. 

John Handley High School has little changed since it was completed in 1923. Except for interior 
modifications and modern rear additions, the school building retains much of its original integrity. 
Architect Walter R. McCornack's original renderings of the school currently hang in the principal's 
office (Photo 3). A comparison of the renderings and the school's appearance today (Photo 4) reveals 
that both are nearly identical. 
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The school is a cornbition of architectural elements from the Neoclassical Revival and the Colonial 
Revival; both were popular styles for public buildings in the 1920s. The building's two-story, hip- 
roofed, stretcher-bond brick, central block has Colonial Revival details such as a deck-on-hip roof 
topped by a Chippendale-inspired balustrade and a three-stage wooden cupola. The cupola consists 
of a square base displaying quoins, an open belily adorned with Corinthian pilasters and round-arched 
openings, and a small octagonal pavilion crowned by a dome and weathervane. The central block is 
adorned with a classical cornice featuring bracketed modillions. 

The Neoclassical character of the school is most apparent in the monumental pedimented portico that 
dominates the fiont of the building (Photo 7). Positioned at the east end of a two-story, gable-roofed, 
brick wing that projects from the central block, the hexastyle portico consists of unfluted Corinthian 
columns and piers, a plain frieze, and a molded cornice with dentils and bracketed modillions. A 
wheel window is seen in the tympanum of the triangular pediment. . 
The front entrance consists of a set of four-panel wooden doors surmounted by a rectangular transom 
with curvilinear tracery (Photo 8). The composition is framed by an elegant classical frontispiece 
consisting of fluted pilasters with Composite capitals, a cushion frieze, a molded cornice with dentils 
and bracketed modillions, and a swan's neck broken pediment. 

Flanking the portico are long one-story, flat-roofed, stretcher-bond brick wings topped with classical 
wooden balustrades. These wings are fronted by Ionic-columned loggias behind which are large 
double-hung windows with nine-over-nine sashes, flared brick jack arches, and concrete sills. The 
loggias are terminated by slightly projecting end pavilions adorned with engaged Ionic columns, 
pilasters, and a cast-concrete panel embellished with a floral swag. 

One-story brick wings with flat roofs and no balustrades flank the loggia end pavilions and feature . large double-hung windows. Recessed from the loggia wings and extending nearly to the northern 
and southern limits of the school property, these wings complete the lengthy front elevation of the 
school. 

A flight of concrete steps descends from the front portico to a terrace paved with brick arranged in 
a herringbone pattern. Another flight of steps continues to descend from the terrace to ground level. 
The terrace, called the esplanade on the original floor plan of the school, is supported by brick 
arcaded loggias topped by brick and cast-concrete balustrades. This terrace is terminated at its north 
and south ends by flights of brick steps that descend to the school grounds below. 
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Entering the school fiom the main entrance, a long hall, called the marble hallway, extends west to 
apair of doors leading into a transverse hall (Photo 9). Doors on the east-west axis are fiamed with 
architrave trim and topped by a cushion frieze and a broken pediment. The marble hallway is noted 
for its checkerboard pattern of black and white marble floor tiles. Its walls are plastered and adorned 
with plain pilasters and a simple wooden chair rail. A plaster frieze, consisting of floral and fruit 
swags, encircle the hallway (Photo 10). Eight-panel wooden doors framed by architrave trim and 
topped by cushion friezes and molded cornices lead into offices on the north and south sides of the 
hallway. 

The transverse hallway, originally called the gallery of history and art, is a long and wide conidor 
extending north-south to doors leading into narrower corridors that serve the classroom areas of the 
school. Currently called the wooden hallway because of its polished wooden floors, it has a 
segmental-arched ailing punctured by two large rectangular wood and glass skylights that were late; 
blocked. The hall is outlined by a molded ceiling cornice. Its walls are divided by wide pilasters on 
which marble consoles are attached displaying marble busts of famous Virginians--Thomas Jefferson, 
Stonewall Jackson (Photo 1 I), Robert E. Lee, and George Washington. Portraits of Washington and 
James Madison are also displayed on the walls. 

The central core of the school originally consisted of a large auditorium and lobby, a recreational 
space called the play court, and the school gymnasium. A second floor was inserted into the volume 
of the gymnasium and divided into classrooms after a new gymnasium was built in 1967 to the rear 
of the original school building. The play court also had a second floor inserted and was hrther 
decreased in size with the addition of more classrooms in the renovations of 1976. 

From the play court pairs of double doors lead into a lobby that provides access to the spacious 
school auditorium (Photo 12). The lobby's groin-vaulted ceiling is especially noteworthy. Staircases 
at both the northern and southern ends rise to an upper lobby from which the auditorium balcony is 
accessed. The upper lobby walls feature recessed arches, some of which include lunettes. 

The auditorium, still the largest assembly space in the city, can hold 1,347 persons. The stage has 
a proscenium arch that is accented at the top by a plaster cartouche displaying an open book and a 
h ~ p  of learning (Photo 13). A U-shaped balcony is supported by slender posts and is lighted by 
large round-arched multi-pane windows. A paneled parapet topped by a brass railing extends around 
the balcony. 
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The original school building also features conidors with adjoining classrooms extending north and 
south of the central core. These corridors and classrooms have carpet laid over original wooden 
floors and plastered and painted walls. All conidor and classroom ceilings were lowered during the 
renovation of 1976. 

Located in the basement of the school is an unusual room known as the vault. Its walls are lined with 
concrete blocks and a large steel vault door with combination lock allows access to the interior. This 
room was constructed in 1941 to hold valuable artwork that was transferred from the Corcoran Art 
Gallery in Washington, D.C. during World War 11. Apparently Winchester was an ideal location to 
hide the artwork in case Washington was bombed. 
Attached to the southwest comer of the original building is the school's boiler room, a one-story brick 
structure with a tall octagonal brick smokestack. In 1962 a brick two-story addition, mostly 
consisting of classrooms and a cafeteria, was built to the rear of the original school building. In 1967 
a new brick gymnasium was built northwest of the school and was later connected to it. 

Immediately below the concrete steps that descend from the h n t  portico is the school's athletic field. 
Consisting of a grassy field surrounded by an oval track and flanked by brick and concrete stadiums, 
the entire complex is set within a natural bowl with steep slopes. The home stadium, built in 1973 
(Photo 6), consists of tiers of benches and aisles and a brick announcer's box at the top. The 
opposing visitors stadium is a similar, but smaller structure that was constructed in 1981. Both 
stadiums are noncontributing structures. 

Facing Valley Avenue at the eastern end of the school campus is a granite monument commemorating 
the school's benefactor, Judge John Handley (Photo 1). Erected in 1968, it is a noncontributing 
object only because of its age. A central shaft features a bas-relief sculpture of Judge John Handley 
below which is a pedestal inscribed, "Erected in Memory of7Judge John HandleyBenefactor of 
Handley Schoobby the Gratefid Children and Citizens of Winchester, Virginia". Below the inscription 
is a bas-relief sculpture of a lamp of learning and an open book framed by foliage and berries. A side 
panel to the south features a carved classical figure holding a flame and kneeling beside a standing 
girl, while a side panel to the north features a boy dreaming of castles in the sky. In front of the 
monument is a raised brick planter flanked by boxwood hedges. 

The building and grounds of John Handley High School are well preserved and well maintained. The 
complex has changed little since the school and landscaped grounds were completed in 1923. It 
remains a well known landmark in the city of Winchester and the Shenandoah Valley. 
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Statement of Significance 

Situated on a hill overlooking the City of Winchester, Virginia, John Handley High School is one 
of the most impressive Neoclassical Revival schools in Virginia. Designed by Cleveland, Ohio, 
architect Walter R. McCornack, the school was completed in 1923. Its elegant proportions, 
monumental portico, columned loggias, and brick arcades, make Handley High School an 
outstanding example of the Neoclassical Revival style. Beginning in 1916 the nationally known 
landscape architectural firm of Olmsted Brothers of Brookline, Massachusetts, designed the 
school's original 72-acre grounds, a suitable setting for such a landmark. Handley High School is 
also significant in the history of education in Virginia. Believed to be the first and only privately 
endowed public school in the Commonwealth, the school was constructed with proceeds from a 
private trust bequeathed to the City of Winchester by Judge John Handley of Scranton, 
Pennsylvania. Funds from the Handley Trust also substantially contributed to  the school's 
operation until about 1933 when the City of Winchester began to contribute the majority of funds. 
Because of the generosity of Judge Handley, John Handley High School still ranks among the 
finest educational institutions in Virginia. 

John Handley High School is very unusual because it is a privately endowed public school; it is 
believed to be the only one to  exist in the Commonwealth of Virginia and only one of a few in the 
nation. Proceeds from the Handley Trust, bequeathed to the City of Winchester by Judge John 
Handley in 1895, originally built the school. Research done by Kenneth Rose, Handley graduate 
and assistant to the director of the Rockefeller Archive Center in New York, indicates that this 
endowment, when given, was the largest to be granted to a public school district in the nation, but 
was not the first. Funds fiom private endowments had been granted to three other public school 
districts which were located in Louisiana, Maryland and Delaware.' From 1919 until 1925, fifty 
to sixty percent of the school budget was funded fiom the trust. It was not until 1932 that the 
City of Winchester appropriated an amount equal to that of the Handley Trust.' Today hnds 
from the trust are still provided each year to aid in giving a superior education to  the young men 
and women of the city. Through the ongoing Handley Trust, speakers and educational events are 
provided for the enrichment of the students and faculty of the city schools, as well as for the 
community. Partly because of the benefits from this gift, Handley High School has ranked among 
the finest educational institutions in the state. 

John Handley was born in Enniscorthy, County Wexford, Ireland, on January 27, 1835, the son of 
a carpenter. His father died when he was twelve years old, and young Handley immigrated to 
America around 1850. He became a citizen and established residency in Rochester, New York, 
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where he took up the carpenter's trade and began to study law. Around 1856 Handley moved to 
Washington, D.C., and worked for the federal government. While in Washington, he met 
Catherine Thayer, a widow with a twelve-year-old son; they were married in 1857. Afier much 
private study and a session at the Law School of Columbia University, Handley was admitted to 
the bar in 1860. The couple then moved to Scranton, Pennsylvania. There Handley established 
his law practice and later served as a judge of Luzerne County and as President Judge of 
Lackawanna County. A portion of his income was carehlly invested in bank stock, rental 
properties, and real estate (some of which contained deposits of anthracite coal) in and around 
Scranton. These investments contributed to his princely fortune.' 

Away from professional demands, the judge enjoyed visiting his good friend, James Jiflcins, who 
had moved from Scranton, Pennsylvania, to Winchester, Virginia, around 1870. As a result of his 
eequent visits, Handley became good friends with many of the town's residents and purchased 

* 

several large tracts of land in the area. Through legal business he became associated with 
Major Holmes Conrad, who later became his close fiiend and a major architect of his bequest to 
W~nchester. In 1888, to show his affection for the people of Winchester, Judge Handley proposed 
a park for the city, but his friend Major Conrad persuaded him instead to help finance a large 
modem hotel that could serve as a summer resort. Handley chose to make the hotel only one of 
eleven enterprises of the Equity Improvement Company of Winchester, which he enthusiastically 
founded in 1889. A charter was granted to the company in 1890, with Handley as its president, 
and Major Conrad as vice-president. Stock was sold and predictions were made that the company 
would increase the material prosperity of the area and even boost the population of the city. The 
company purchased land in the suburbs of Wwhester to lay off streets and lots for the eleven 
planned enterprises. A certain tract of seventy-two acres was purchased on the edge of the city, 
later known as "The Equity," to provide space for the erection of a new school. The hotel was 
completed in 1891, but because of non-payment of assessments by stockholders, a general 
financial depression in the economy, and Handley's ailing health, it had to be sold and none of the 
other enterprises were begun. Judge Handley's death in 1895 brought an end to the Equity 
Improvement Company' 

Judge Handley was never a resident of Winchester or Frederick County, but his love for the 
people of the area was shown in many ways. He died in Scranton, Pennsylvania, on February 
15, 1895 after a long period of illness. The Winchester Times of February 20, 1895 stated that 
he died "from the prevailing grip." Judge Handley had prearranged to be buried in the Mt. 
Hebron Cemetery in Winchester. Being a great admirer of Generals Robert E. Lee and Stonewall 
Jackson, he tried to purchase a plot in the Stonewall Cemetery at Mt. Hebron to be buried among 
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the Confederates, but because he had not fought with the Confederacy this was not possible. 
However, he was able to purchase a plot across the lane and facing the Stonewall Cemetery. His 
fbneral was held at Christ Episcopal Church in Winchester and is said to have been one of the 
largest in Winchester's history.' 

At the reading of Judge Handley's will, the lives of the citizens of Winchester were changed 
forever. The document stated that the judge had bequeathed $250,000 to Winchester to be 
invested by its leaders. When this investment reached avalue of $500,000, it was to be used to 
construct a library, to be called The Handley Library, for the citizens of Winchester. In addition, 
the twenty-eighth item in his will stated, 

AU the rest and residue of my estate I give, devise, and bequeath to the City of 
Winchester to be accumulated for the period of twenty years. The income arising from 

. 
said residue estate to be expended and laid out in said city the erection of school houses 
for the education of the poor.6 

This trust, at the request of the mayor and Winchester City Council, was to be governed by the 
Handley Board of Trustees, created in 1896 by an act of the Virginia legislature as a fiduciary 
body to administer the gift. The board would invest the funds and cany out the requirements of 
the will of Judge Handley.' Major Holmes Conrad was the fist president. 

The public school system in Winchester was established in 1871. Before that time, small private 
schools operated throughout the city and county. For the fist few years after the public school 
system was created, classes were conducted in two separate buildings, with girls in a house at the 
corner of Braddock and Amherst streets and boys in the basement of the Braddock Street M.E. 
Church, South. Attendance was low in the beginning, but within a few years these schools were 
overcrowded. The two schools were then consolidated, under the supervision of 
Captain Van Fossen as principal, and moved to Fort Loudoun Seminary on North Loudoun 
Street. The attendance continued to increase and more space was needed. In 1883, $10,000 
from a bequest of John Kerr, a local cabinetmaker who had died in 1874, and additional hnds 
amounting to $6,000 from the Common Council, made possible the erection of a school building 
to be used for the education of the white children of Winchester. The new building was completed 
in 1884. Black students were educated in the old stone church on Piccadilly Street which was 
rented by the city from 1876 until 1925. As attendance grew, the basement of the new John Kerr 
School was made into additional classrooms and, in 1908, a six-room annex created additional 
space. When the session of 1908 and 1909 opened, the first three-year high school was offered. 
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There was some opposition, as can be seen in decreased enrollment, but this was the beginning of 
a new era in the history of the public schools in Winchester. In 1910 the high school course was 
extended another year, making it a fill four-year course. Four different programs were provided: 
the classical course, the modem language course, the general course, and the business course. 
The graduates of the academic programs were recognized by the leading colleges and universities 
of the South. Out of a class of eight boys in 1912 and 1913, seven entered colleges. Soon 
overcrowding again became a problem, and in 1912 additional rooms were secured in the building 
adjoining The Handley Library on Piccadilly Street. Judge Handley's bequest, reaching its 
twenty-year period of maximum interest growth in 1916, would help provide an answer to the 
educational needs of the city. At that time plans began to be developed for the fiture of 
Winchester public schools. Part of this plan was to use "The Equity" property on the southern 
edge of Winchester as the land for the new school. With Judge Handley's death, this tract of land 
had become the property of the Handley Board of Trustees. Until plans for a new building could* 
be developed, temporary buildings were erected on the northeast comer of the grounds to 
alleviate the overcrowded situation at John Kerr School. Because of their barnlike appearance, 
these buildings were called the "chicken coops" by students who attended classes in them until the 
new school was built." 

One of the fist steps the Handley Board of Trustees took was to send three of its members to 
visit and study schools around the country, receive the advice of experts, and create a plan for the 
school system to be established in Winchester. R. Gray Williams, Chairman of the Handley Board 
of Trustees, visited schools in Gary, Indiana, where William Wirt was attracting much public 
attention for his reform work. Wirt was considered an expert educational advisor by New York 
City's school board. Also plans were being made for the new school grounds. Williams stated in 
his annual report in 1916 that "Public play-grounds are now conceded by all educators to be a 
part of the essential equipment of the public school system of any community." The Board 
moved quickly on the design of the new school grounds, hiring John C. Olmsted, "perhaps the 
leading landscape architect in the country," to plan the development of "The Equity" as both a 
play ground for children and a school site.9 

John C. Olmsted of Brooklime, Massachusetts, was the nephew and adopted son of 
Frederick Law Olmsted, Sr., nationally noted landscape architect and designer of New York's 
Central Park, the United States Capitol Grounds, and Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North 
Carolina. John became a partner with his father in 1884, and managed the business after his 
father's death in 1903. Olmsted, 9 , ' s  son, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., who was half-brother to 
John, joined the partnership when he became an adult, and the practice became known as 
































