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A RETURN TO
By Mike Allegra

I came to Lawrenceville as an 89-pound first former in 1964 and 

spent two interesting years in Lower. Everyone that came through 

Lower shared an aspect of  Lawrenceville that was unique. I think the 

School should set up an exhibit of  a Lower School “cubicle” so that 

there will be a memorial to those of  us who experienced boarding 

school in a way that was very different from what exists today. 

On November 17, 2010, 
inspiration arrived in 
Sarah Mezzino’s email 
inbox. The subject line 
read “an idea:”
[ ]FORM

By Mike Allegra
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 The email was written by Richard Farland ’69, 
but it was not a direct query to Mezzino – or to 
anyone, really. It was an excerpt from his winter 
2011 class note, and there was no expectation of a 
follow-up. The guy was just thinking out loud. The 
clip was sent to Mezzino by a Lawrenceville School 
staffer, three months before the winter Lawrentian 
would hit mailboxes. Upon receiving it, the gears in 
Mezzino’s head began to whir.
 Mezzino arrived on campus on September 1, and 
by November had already developed a reputation 
as a go-getter. From her first day, she seemed to 
be everywhere, fluttering around campus, asking 
questions, putting out feelers, getting the lay of the 
land, and generally making her presence known. 
Her title was “historical exhibition specialist,” 
and the two-year position was brand new, paid 
for through a $6 million donation from Barbara 
and John Stephan ’59 to renovate and endow the 
School’s archives. The job was a near perfect fit 
for Mezzino; her resume reads like an Antiques 
Roadshow expert whose idea of a good time 
is fawning over the dovetail joints of a Boston 
highboy. Her education is steeped in anthropology, 
art history, fine art, and decorative arts, and, before 
accepting the Lawrenceville post, she had chalked 
up nearly a decade’s worth of experience working 
with historic artifacts and rare documents at 
Washington, DC’s Woodrow Wilson House, New 

York’s Doyle Auction House, and elsewhere. In 
short, she lives for this kind of thing.
 “That is a GREAT idea!” she wrote back in swift 
reply. “I’ll see what I can do!”
 Two days later, she was in the office of 
Lawrenceville CFO Wes Brooks ’71 P’03 ’05 
pitching her vision. The exhibit, she explained, 
would be an Old Lower cubicle built in to-the-inch 
specifications, complete with original furnishings 
and assorted small props to reflect the interests and 
habits of a First Form Lawrentian circa 1955. The 
cubicle, like any museum exhibit, would include 
text panels providing background about Old Lower 
to educate the uninitiated. Unlike most museum 
exhibits, the cubicle would be fully interactive. 
Sit on the bed, if you like. Putter about. Go in the 
closet. Look in the drawers of the dresser. The nosy 
would be rewarded with more finds. Little Easter 
eggs were behind every corner. There’d even be 
a faux cockroach or ten under the bed for those 
who’d think to look under there. 
 In short, Mezzino wanted each visitor who lived 
through Old Lower to find a replica so authentic 
that it would prompt flashbacks. The plan would be 
to complete the exhibit in five months, by Alumni 
Weekend.
 The pitch was passionate but, in a way, 
unnecessarily so. Brooks didn’t need too much 
convincing. He was one of the thousands of 
students who once made Old Lower his home. 
Like most of the Lawrentians who occupied that 
building over the years, he had a nutty, almost 
inexplicable nostalgia for the place – something an 
outsider could never truly understand. It was an “I 
guess you had to be there” kind of thing.


	 Built in 1924 and designed by noted architect 
William Adams Delano of the Class of 1891, Old 

“RADIOS WERE 

PROHIBITED SO BOOKS 

WERE HOLLOWED OUT 

TO PUT TRANSISTOR 

RADIOS IN THEM. IT 

WAS LIKE BEING IN JAIL; 

YOU HAD TO CONCEAL 

THESE THINGS FROM THE 

WARDEN AND GUARD.” 

–  BROOK WILLIAMS ’63 P’90 
’93 ’95

“PEOPLE WOULD 

CAPTURE [ROACHES]AND 

MAKE THEM INTO PETS 

AND THEY WOULD HAVE 

COCKROACH OLYMPICS. 

THESE COCKROACH 

OLYMPICS WERE VERY 

POPULAR.”

– SPENCER TANDY ’67 

Lower was first known as the Alumni War Memo-
rial Building. It was created to consolidate the shell, 
first, and second formers under one roof, who, at 
that time, were scattered around the village in long 
gone and forgotten tumbledown houses, with each 
residence holding fewer than a dozen students. The 
unstated but overweening goal of this new building 
was to create a sense of community among Law-
renceville’s youngest students.
 Like the other buildings Delano later designed 
around campus, the Alumni War Memorial 
Building’s exterior was a sight to behold: a stately, 
Georgian style structure faced with red Holland 
brick and topped off with a blue slate roof. Unlike 
the other Delano buildings, this architectural beauty 
was only skin deep. The $226,000 earmarked to 
finance the project wasn’t enough to finish the 
job, and it soon became apparent that the place 
was never going to be seen as the crown jewel of 
Lawrenceville’s campus. 
 The financial deficiencies in construction could 
be seen the moment anyone stepped inside. So 
eager was the School to get the Alumni War 
Memorial Building ready for action that its 
first-year inhabitants were without towel racks, 
shelves, chairs, lockers, and showers. All of these 
things would arrive in due course, but not before 
the building had richly earned its reputation as a 
poorly-planned afterthought for those students 

who were too young and too green to reasonably 
demand something more. 
 The Alumni War Memorial Building was too 
austere a name, really, for a place such as this. It 
was unofficially re-christened “The Incubator.” 
 The Incubator was two-stories tall, with each 
floor divided into two wings, denoting a particular 
“House.” Three of the houses, Davidson, Thomas, 
and Perry Ross, were each named after an alumnus 
who had fought and died in World War I. The fourth 
house, Cromwell, honored a major benefactor. Each 
wing was nearly identical, consisting of a long, 
straight hallway, lined on both sides with 11’ x 7’ 
cubicles that were separated from one another with 
seven-foot-high wooden walls that did not reach the 
ceiling.
 Each cubicle (once they were completely 
furnished) contained a built-in closet that could 
be locked, a surprisingly tasteful wooden Stickley 
dresser and chair, and an alarmingly spare Army 
surplus cot. The cubes didn’t have doors, only a 
curtain covering an open doorway. Privacy and 
security were pretty much non-existent. 
 Such an open environment invited – almost 
demanded – practical jokes. They arrived in droves. 
The contents of a cube were moved into a shower 
stall. Cubes were filled to the brim with garbage. 
Items cascaded down from exposed overhead 
beams. Cots were tampered with to collapse when 

Above: Old Lower was largely 
self-contained. In addition to four 
houses, the building had a dining 
hall, large common areas, and even 
offices for a Shell Form newspaper. 
Above right: The long hall: the  
home field for hall hockey and other 
in-House pursuits.

Above left: The stately Old Lower: 
proof that one should never judge a 
book by its cover. Above: Unpack-
ing day: the soggies came later.



 F A L L   2 0 1 1        4948        T H E  L AW R E N T I A N

sat upon. And then there were the “soggies,” wads 
of toilet paper saturated in water, which rained 
down on unsuspecting residents with alarming 
frequency. 
 The ramshackle accommodations also were 
fertile ground for the creation of unofficial House 
events such as hall hockey and, for the gambling 
set, The Cockroach Olympics.
 In short, life in Lower was many things, but never 
boring. Furthermore, in spite of the building’s many 
deficiencies, the School had achieved exactly what 
it had set out to do: It had created that long sought-
after sense of community in the Lower School.


 There aren’t too many good places to show off an 
11’ x 7’ cubicle. 
 The cubicle project was officially approved 
just before the holiday break in December, after 
a second meeting between Brooks and Mezzino 
nailed down the details. So the cube was a go, but 
like in real estate, location was everything.
 A spot in Irwin Dining Hall, across from the 
Etc. Lounge, was bandied about. It was large and 
contained security cameras, which was a plus, but it 
was feared that such an off-the-beaten-trail location 
would not generate enough spectators to justify the 
time, effort, and expense of such a large project. 
The Bunn Library lobby was also considered, but 
such a massive display would almost certainly 
disrupt the flow of foot traffic.
 It was a matter of course that the exhibit would 
have to be in Lawrenceville’s Hutchins Gallery. 
Shortly after her meeting with Brooks, Mezzino 
paid Curator Lisa Giberson P’10 a visit. The two of 
them pondered an available space in the upper level 
annex, but it was too small to provide wheelchair 
access. 
 “Take the rotunda,” Giberson said. On its face, 
the Hutchins Rotunda was perfect; it was large and 
centrally located and would allow spectators to 
look down on the exhibit from the gallery’s second- 
floor balcony. The rotunda, however, would also 
complicate matters; wall space needed to be filled. 
Mezzino fretted a little about what might be hung 
there, but Giberson couldn’t see the problem, really. 
“Why don’t you get some photo enlargements 
of Old Lower and put them on the walls?” she 
suggested. This, however, was easier said than 
done. 
 Mezzino and archive assistants Zoe Vybiral-
Bauske and Maureen Kane had already scoured 

the archives and were surprised to find precious 
little about Old Lower. From the beginning of the 
building’s existence, Lawrenceville recognized that 
The Incubator wasn’t much of a selling point (its 
interior wasn’t even included on the campus tour). 
Photo records were sparse. What few pictures were 
on file had been recycled over and over to promote 
Lawrenceville’s recent Bicentennial Celebration. 
 The absence of photos provided a more significant 
problem than whether the walls of the rotunda were 
appropriately decorated; these images were needed 
as reference guides to make the cubicle display 
look as authentic as possible. In the absence of that, 
oral histories would need to be generated. 
 There was another snag. Mezzino’s initial desire 
to date this cubicle installation from 1955 was not 
as arbitrary as it first might seem. While archival 
photos of The Incubator were lacking, archival 
props were not. 1950s-era laundry boxes, felt 
banners, sweaters and jackets were all readily on 
hand. However, it was decided by Brooks – and not 
inaccurately – that the exhibit would generate more 
interest if the date of the cube was bumped up a 

decade or so to the mid-1960s. In one fell swoop, 
the prop shortcut disappeared. 
 Mezzino couldn’t help but notice that the more 
she worked, the larger the project became. Help, 
however, was on the way. 


 In many ways, Tim McElroy is the polar opposite 
of Sarah Mezzino. She’s a Whirling Dervish of 
contagious zeal. He’s contemplative and serene, 
says little, and when he says it, speaks hardly a 
decibel or two above a whisper.
 Before coming to Lawrenceville, he was a tax 
auditor. The job wasn’t anything he particularly 
relished, so it was sort of a stroke of good fortune 
when he was laid off and a friend got him a job on 
the Buildings and Grounds crew. He took to it right 
away. McElroy worked for a time cutting grass and 
hanging off the back of the School’s garbage truck 
before getting a position in the woodshop, appren-
ticing under cabinet maker Harry Speinheimer. He 
soon developed a well-earned reputation as skilled 

carpenter. When Speinheimer re-
tired, he seamlessly moved into 
his mentor’s job.
 McElroy was charged with 
building the cubicle, and he 
listened with a poker face as 
Mezzino laid out the news – 
most of it bad. She had found 
the blueprints for Old Lower, 
but they revealed little. Photos of 
the cubes were few and far between. None of the 
shots she had were in color so she didn’t know what 
shade of brown the wood stain would’ve been on 
the walls. She found only one photo of the built-in 
closet, and no shots of its interior. 
 Things could improve, Mezzino noted. She 
recently put out a call for more photos via email, 
and Vybiral-Bauske agreed to solicit Old Lower 
photos in her popular Lawrentian  “Photo Finish” 
column. If and when any pictures materialized 
from these efforts, they would be sent to McElroy 
right away. Mezzino also had begun conducting 
interviews with alumni who lived in the cubicles 
and with the faculty members who oversaw the 
goings on there. Whenever relevant insights were 
revealed in these interviews, she would pass them 
on to McElroy, too. 
 That said, there might be a chance that McElroy 
would have to make replicas of the Stickley dresser 
and chair, as Mezzino had found no sign of either 
piece in the Kirby Arts Center’s prop house. 
 In short, his flexibility would be greatly 
appreciated.
 McElroy perused the photocopies of blueprints 
and photographs. “How realistic do you want this 
to be?” he asked.
 “As realistic as possible.” 
 “Okay,” he said, nodding. “But you do realize 
it’ll cost you more.”
 She did – and had budgeted her funds accordingly. 
So no plywood walls. This was the real deal. At 
that, McElroy’s interest in the project began to 
grow. He was a craftsman. He wanted to do this 
right. Mezzino and Brooks wanted him to do it right 
as well.
 In addition to his regular duties, McElroy would 
spent the next two months building the cubicle, 
constructing the walls, closet, trim, as well as 
a platform with tongue-in-groove floorboards. 
Mezzino visited him several times a week with 
new bits of information as they came in, including 
exactly what the inside of that closet looked like. 

Top: Sarah Mezzino searches for a period piece in the 
Kirby Arts Center prop house. Left: Tim McElroy gets 
down to work in Lawrenceville's Buildings and Grounds 
workshop.

 

“THE BIGGEST 

EXTRA CURRICULAR 

ACTIVITY WAS AFTER 

LIGHTS OUT, WHEN 

THE SOGGIES BEGAN 

TO FLY.”

– ROLF REINALDA ’67 
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(One shelf, one clothes rod, and brass hooks in the 
back – as several alumni interviewees asserted).


 By February, Mezzino’s office was sort of like 
the Nixon White House; hardly a moment went by 
when a tape recorder wasn’t running. Sarah scoured 
class notes, contacted alumni secretaries, and was 
introduced to a large network of Lawrentians eager 
to provide recollections. She interviewed a dozen 
alums and five Old Lower housemasters and had 
extensive email correspondence with many others. 
Each interview opened a door to a new, unheard- 
of aspect of Old Lower and a new addition to the 
cube’s prop list: 

A hidden transistor radio with ear bud 
English Leather aftershave
 A poster for that god-awful Raquel Welch
   movie One Million Years BC 
Brooks Brothers shoes with tassels
Brooks Brothers button down shirts
Brooks Brothers sport coats
 Pretty much anything Brooks Brothers,
   apparently

 Mezzino and Vybiral-Bauske first searched 
for items in the KAC prop house. When they 
came up short, Performing Arts Master Matt 
Campbell recommended Anything But Costumes, 

an enormous movie and stage prop house in 
Flemington, NJ. There they found the bed (its 
Army surplus origin was revealed in several alumni 
interviews) and a wall sconce. The Stickley chair, 
though, was nowhere to be found.  
 The chair was unusual. Stickley furniture was 
know for its simple, Mission-style designs, but 
the chair’s front legs as seen in archival photos 
were turned on a lathe, a curious representation of 
Stickley’s out-of-character late period. It would fall 
to McElroy to build a replica in the B&G workshop. 
The results were spectacular and inspired hushed 
awe in archives.   
 McElroy’s response to the completed chair was 
more reflective. “I think I might make a set of these 
for my dining room,” he mused. 
 Mezzino needed a dresser too, but McElroy 
hesitated. He worked at Lawrenceville on the 
tail end of Old Lower’s history and remembered 
a School-sanctioned furniture free-for-all in the 
weeks and months leading up to the building’s 
1992 demolition. He was sure a dresser was floating 
around somewhere nearby. “Put a call out to the 
community,” he suggested. “If you don’t get a 
response, then I’ll build one.”
 

 No one seems to know exactly when, but at some 
point in The Incubator’s history, most likely around 
the late 1950s, the building’s unofficial name 
switched to “Lower.” It was only after 1972, after 
the young charges moved out to live in housing 
around The Bowl that the “Old” was added. 
 From that point on, Old Lower became a jack-
of-all-trades. Whenever space was needed, the 
building played host. At various points over the next 
two decades it was home to the Art Department, the 
Development Office, The Publications Office, and 
some not-so-coveted faculty housing. During the 
flu epidemic in the early 1980s, the cubicles that 

were still standing were used as a recovery ward. 
 Old Lower was still used as student housing, 
too. From 1975-1987 and from 1990-1991, the 
indignity of living in Old Lower was transferred to 
Lawrenceville’s postgraduates, who lamented their 
sorry fate on the pages of The Lawrence to a largely 
indifferent contingent of underclassmen. At least 
the PG cubes had doors.
 The School was changing. Girls arrived in 1986, 
and they were greeted with brand new housing on 
the Crescent. Old Lower was right next door and, 
in contrast, looked shabbier than ever. Besides, 
the library was outgrowing its old space, and Old 
Lower’s footprint looked like a good a place as any 
to build a new one.
 The wrecking ball arrived in August 1992. 
So irrelevant was Old Lower to the day-to-day-
operation of the School that only a single page in 
The Lawrentian commemorated its demise. 
 

 On a cheerful spring day in March, Technical 
Director and Theatre Master Jamie Cuthrell and his 
four charges, Amelia Frappolli ’11, Charlotte Brace 
’12, Kristi Lewis-Dada ’12 and Denise Chan ’13 
stood around in the bushes outside of Dawes House 
staring at bricks. They had a good reason for doing so. 
 The Old Lower museum exhibit was not 

only going to show the interior of a cube but 
also a window and an exterior wall. That meant 
bricks. Because using real masonry would be 
time consuming, heavy, dangerous, messy, and 
expensive, a facsimile would need to be created. 
That’s where Cuthrell and his students came in. 
Cuthrell teaches Theatrical Design, an advanced 
class with four dedicated students. The course 
covers, among many other things, set painting. 
 McElroy, who recruited Cuthrell and his charges 
for the task, had one wall of the cube sent to the 
Kirby Arts Center. The elite team of artists set right 
to work.
 Although the original Old Lower was long gone, 
the type of brick used to build it was still available 
for inspection. William Adams Delano used the 
same bricks when he later designed the Second 
Form houses that surround The Bowl. It was 
through careful inspection of those buildings that 
Cuthrell’s class developed, through several trials, a 
strikingly complicated color palette. A whitewash 
followed by a two-color scumble to replicate the 
mortar, followed by 18 different shades of layered 
paint for the brick, then a tightly controlled spatter, 
shadow lines, and a sealant to create the illusion of 
depth.
 The preparation took a couple of weeks, the 
actual painting a couple of days. The results were 
breathtaking. 

“WHILE A SIDE OF YOU 

WAS GLAD TO SEE OLD 

LOWER TORN DOWN, A 

SIDE OF YOU REALIZED 

THAT A PART OF YOUR 

PAST WAS GONE – 

EXCEPT IN YOUR OWN 

MEMORY.”

             – DREN GEER ’52 

Above: Maureen Kane hems the  
cubicle curtain. Above right:  
Students test brick color patterns. 

Top left: Mezzino hangs text panels 
to the completed display. Top: Zoe 
Vybiral-Bauske finds furniture in 
Everything But Costumes.  
Above: The hand-made chair. 
(Similar chairs may now be found 
around Tim McElroy’s dining room 
table.)
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Meanwhile, props were coming from everywhere. 
The archive staff spent hours upon hours scouring 
eBay and Amazon and ransacking thrift stores. 
Others got into the act as well. Library Director 
Paula Clancy P’11 ’13 bought a transistor radio in 
an antique store – a relic common to Old Lower 
cubes even though radios were not permitted. Kane 
helped find (and properly hemmed with a cotton 
liner) a vintage curtain that was the spitting image 
of the one seen in old photos. Spencer Tandy ’67 
who had, at the time, set up shop in the School 
archives to research an unrelated screenplay 
project, contributed knowledge and an armload 
of period books, magazines, and an album cover. 
Rolf Reinalda ’67 also provided books, but more 
valuable were his vintage Brooks Brothers shirts 
and jackets, the staples of a Lower School student’s 
wardrobe. 
 Then, out of the blue, Mezzino was contacted 
separately by Camille Duncan and Maxine Olson, 
two former infirmary night nurses who had both 
heard about the call for photos and provided dozens 
of them from the 1980s – in color – when the dorms 
were used as overflow for the infirmary.
 On it went. As deadlines drew closer, the circle of 
contributors grew larger and larger. 
 The cubicle was still without a dresser, however. 
Taking McElroy’s advice, Mezzino had sent out 
an email to the School community and crossed her 
fingers. The sole reply was from Science Master 
Tim Brown. “The best bet… is probably former 
Science Master Ted Graham, who had a reputation 
for scavenging,” he wrote.
 “I think my daughter has one,” Graham replied 
after Mezzino chased down the lead. A few weeks 
later Kate Graham confirmed that she did indeed 
have the coveted dresser. The downside was that 
she lived in upstate New York and shipping costs 
proved prohibitive.
 Then came March and, with it, Lawrenceville’s 
Staff Recognition Day – where School staffers take 
the morning off to enroll in Lawrenceville classes 
that range in scope from economics to trout fishing. 
Archivist Jacqi Haun, as in past years, taught a 
course about Lawenceville’s history. Haun’s class 
was popular so the Bunn Library AV room was 
packed, mostly with guys from Buildings and 
Grounds. At one point in her talk, Haun paused 
on a PowerPoint slide of a young man unpacking 
his bags in Old Lower and delivered an unscripted 
aside. She noted that an Old Lower cubicle was 
going to go on display at the end of April and that 
some props – like a dresser – were still needed.     
 Maintenance man Frank Ochanas was in Haun’s 

class, and it was the first time he had heard the 
plea. He, like many of the people in B&G, didn’t 
have a School email account. The following week 
he delivered his dresser to McElroy. Aside from a 
couple of superficial scuff marks – nothing a little 
sandpaper and stain couldn’t fix – it was pristine. 
Mezzino promised Ochanas it would be returned 
to him after the show in like-new condition. But 
Ochanas didn’t need it back. It’s a donation, he 
said.  


The final weeks before Alumni Weekend were a 
blur. McElroy stained the oak walls of the cube. 
Audio gathered from the taped alumni interviews 
was edited and looped (a task, in part, taken up by 
Project Archivist Casey Babcock), to be played over 
an amplifier in the gallery. Photos were enlarged to 
hang on the gallery walls. Museum text panels were 
written and printed to describe the storied history of 
Old Lower and the definition of a soggy. 
 The exhibit took 45 hours to set up. On the 
Thursday before Alumni Weekend, School Trustees, 
hearing word of the cubicle, cycled in and out of 

the gallery when on breaks from their committee 
meetings. To those who lived in Old Lower, like 
former Trustee President Ray Viault ’63 P’96, the 
gut response to the not-yet-fully assembled exhibit 
was the same: an awed pause, then a wide smile, 
followed by an insatiable desire to explore.  
 “Oh, this is it, all right,” Viault enthused as he 
took it all in. “Where’s the laundry box?” And 
before anyone could tell him, he found it on the top 
shelf of the closet, right where it was supposed to 
be. “They wouldn’t do any laundry that we could 
not fit in that box,” he told fellow Trustee Jeremy 
Mario ’88, who knew Old Lower only as the place 
the School sent you when you got the flu, “so there 
were some interesting odors.”
 And so it went for the rest of the weekend. Alumni 
filled the gallery, read the panels, and – for those 
who had been part of the Old Lower experience  – 
held court and shared stories. Many of these men 
were interviewed as a part of a student film project, 
spearheaded by Jason Hwang ’11 and overseen by 
Art Master Gil Domb.* Lawrenceville students were 
also there en masse, leaving both with a newfound 
appreciation of their current living accommodations 
and a nagging desire to revive the tradition of the 
soggy.
 Alums hunted for roaches (there were 12 in all), 
discovered a girlie pinup hidden behind a poster of 
Steve McQueen (a then-common way to conceal 
photographic contraband), and noticed that every 
drawer of that wonderful dresser was filled to 
bursting with vintage clothing. It was everything 
that Mezzino promised back in November – and 
then some. 
 In fact, only one criticism about the exhibit was 
repeated during the weekend: “This place,” one Old 
Lower veteran asserted, “is too damn clean.” 
 That complaint will have to fall on deaf ears, 
however. Unlike the old Old Lower cubicles, this 
one will remain in good condition and placed 
in storage – to be exhumed whenever alumni 
congregate and wish to fondly recall that smelly, 
dirty, noisy, Spartan cubicle shantytown that was 
once their home. Apparently it was wonderful. I 
guess you had to be there. 

*See Hwang's video at  
www.youtube.com/LawrencevilleVideo.

Above: Period props finish off the cube. (And in a 
true case of the devil being in the details, a  
period pinup was hidden behind Steve McQueen.) 
Left: The cubicle reproduction featured a full closet, 
an authentic dresser, a dozen roaches, and a lavish 
77-square-foot living space.


