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Thorsby Elementary School Historic Registration Physical Description 

DESCRIPTION OF PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The building is one story with a reinforced concrete foundat ion with a crawl space of 

about 3 feet over most of the bui lding area. The foundation was originally equipped with 

cast iron grates [or ventilation, however most have been destroyed. At the front entrance 

the noor is about 4 feet above the ground level. The building structure cons ists of til e 

and brick exterior load bearing wa ll s in a decorative pattem. The interior walls, roof, and 

floor arc wood frame construction. 

The entrance to the building is an arch with decorative wooden brackets on each side. 

The building does not have any porches. only a covered entrance area about 6 feet deep 

by 8 feet wide beneath the entrance arch. 

Architectura lly the building consists of fi ve bays across the fron t. These consist of four 

classrooms and a central entrance. Each classroom has five doub le hung 9 over 9 light 

windows centered in each bay, while the central bay consists of the previously mentioned 

arch with flanking doub le hung arched windows. The two end bays and the central bay 

are projecting and have gabled parapet wa ll s. The north and south elevations of the 

structure are single bays. The south end containing 9 double hung 9 over 9 light 

windows and the nonh bay has 2 windows of the same design. 

The roof is a combination of gab le and hip wood frame construction. The roof is 

present ly predominantly aspha lt shingles, however signi fi cant portions of the original 

diamond shaped asbestos shingles remain. The roof overhang consists o f exposed wood 



Thorsby Elementary School Historic Registration Physical Desc ription 

rafter tails with beadboard decking. The roo f edge has a plain nat fascia board. The 

front facing gables are hidden behind parapet walls. There are two main chimneys on the 

front slope of the roof made from clay tiles as used in the exterior walls. 

The fron t doors are double out swinging 12 light over two horizontal wood panel. The 

entrance to the bui lding consists of a protruding wooden arch which rests on wooden 

brackets. The remaining ex terior doors are single and are plain in design. 

The auditorium is a wing which projects to the east (rear) or the main building. The 

original windows in the auditorium were either removed or covered when the space was 

redone for a gymnasium. Therefore. the style and size will have to be determined from 

historical sources. 

The only staircase in the building is a plain utility sta irway to the basement. 

There are no mantles in the building. The chimneys were origina ll y utili zed ror coal 

stoves. 

All original interior doors are rrame and five horizontal panel wood doors with plain 

wood trim. The windows are trimmed in a similar plain style. One classroom contains 

high mounted transom windows on the hall side ror ventilation. 



Thorsby Elementary School Historic Registration Physical Description 

The interior walls originally had pine beadboard running verticall y as wainscoting 

beneath the chair rai l and the same headboard nmning horizontally above. The ceilings 

arc the same headboard where exposed. A significant portion afthe interior has been 

covered with drywall. The interior surface of the exterior load bearing brick/tile walls is 

covered with plaster. All interior noars are 4 inch tongue and groove heart pine. 

There is no notab le hardware left except for some of the original chain hung schoolhouse 

light fixtures. None of the original heaters remain except for a later natural gas unit. 

Building Additions 

1. The original auditorium was converted to a gynmasiurnlbaskctball court by a local 

church after the build ing ceased to be a school. This included removing the 

original stage and converting that space into a large room. Later the building 

occupants built a kitchen in a comer of the gym floor. The remaining area of the 

gym is being used as a dining space. 

2. Two classrooms had dropped ceilings installed and vinyl flooring was placed over 

the original wood floors. 

3. Bathrooms were buil t on each side of the aud itorium at some time in the 50s or 

60s. The bathrooms are of concrete block construction. 



Thonby Elementary School Historic Registration Physical Description 

General Setting 

The main facyade of the building faces west toward Illinois Avenue. The neighborhood is 

primarily residential with the First Baptist Church of Thorsby being diagonally to the 

southwest across the intersection of Illinois Avenue and Summit Street. On the west side 

is a vacant lot and to the north is a ball field and tennislbasketball courts. There are a few 

large oak trees on the property but no origina1landscaping remains. The Thorsby Senior 

Citizens Center is located directly south of the school building. 

Outbuildings 

The only other remaining building from the school was built cirea 1940 and was utilized 

as a classroom and later as a lunchroom. (Originally the lunchroom was located in the 

basement of the main building.) The building is one story, wood frame construction, on 

brick piers about two feet tall. The building measures about 42 feet east-west and 36 feet 

north-south and has two main rooms consisting of a kitchen area on the eastern side and 

a classroom or dining area on the west. The build.ing has two entrances, two doors on the 

west side under a smwl porch, and a single back door on the east side adjacent to lndiana 

Avenue. The building has five double hung nine over nine windows on the north and 

south sides, and four of the same size on the west side flanking the doors. The roof is 

hipped with open rafter tails. The exterior is covered with wood shiplap siding 
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Builder/Architect 

The only record available indicates that a Ernie H. HanseD was the Superintendent of 

construction. The same newspaper indicates that during construction the site was visited 

by a "state architect" by the name of Mr. Benze. No other records have been located 

naming the architect or builder. However this local newspaper, the Chilton County Union 

Banner. also indicated that the plans were supplied by the Alabama State Department of 

Education. Enclosed is a copy of a page, possibly from a State Department of Education 

publication, which illustrates a building of practically the same design. However, we 

have not been able to locate this publication or detennine who the Architect of record 

was. It is interesting to note that just nine years earlier Frank Lockwood had designed 

several school buildings for the Department of Education and these are illustrated in the 

departments 1916 Bulletin 52, Rural Schoolhouses and Grounds. Therefore it may well 

be that Lockwood designed the school building at Thorsby. Unfortunately, we are unable 

to find solid evidence that this is true. 

Statement of Significance 

The town of Thorsby was founded in 1895 as the first planned community in Chilton 

County. The original planners were a group of people of Scandinavian origin who were 

seeking a more favorable climate to grow fruit and grapes for wine production. The 

originaJ four founders of Thorsby were comprised of three men of Swedish decent, 

Theodore Thorsen, John Petersen, and John Hedberg, and one Norwegian man - K. G. 

Faegre. This group fonned the Concordia Land and Improvement Association and began 

mapping out the new community as settlers of predominantly Scandinavian lineage began 



to arrive. Parks were included in the new plan and residental plots were sold as 

"vineyards" with the intention of creating a thriving settlement with life based around 

farming and wine production. From the beginning the town emphasized education as the 

first grammar school was built in 1896. In the year 1906 a group founded the Thorsby 

Institute. a private school which continued to offer a high standard of preparatory 

education until it closed in 1957. In the 1920s, as the town continued to grow. the 

citizens of the town began to work to buiJd a public school for the general population. 

This school building was the result of those efforts. The construction of the school was 

financed by a community fund raising effort of$3,000 and by the State and Couoty 

Boards of Education who provided $8,500. 

The school was opened in 1925 and served as an elementary or grammar school until 

1974. During this time it was a center of community activity as the auditorium was for 

years the largest venue in town and also served as a gymnasium in later years. The most 

significant institutions in small towns are churches and public schools. In 2006, the 

Chilton Couoty Board of Education razed the last original building from the Thorsby 

Institute campus. This building is an irreplaceable reminder of the importance that this 

community has placed on education for the last 100 years. In the larger context of the 

State of Alabama, this building is significant for its representation of the commitment of 

the state to the improvement of education. 
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