




PROJECT {} SITE 
I began to think about the 

relationship of thesis to project toward 
the end of my internship. I knew I wanted 
to investigate a process of becoming 
acquainted with the participant, 
recognizing and understanding his needs and 
expectations. The first task of 
identifiying a vehicle for my thesis was 
the choice of user. I considered the 
alternatives of choosing a group with which 
I had shared experiences and common values 
or, as with the Italian studio, one which 
was foreign to me. Almost immediately I 
chose to use a North Alabama context, thus 
eliminating superfluous research. 

Knowing the. cultural influence of my 
Southern heritage, as well as the 
subjective content of my thesis, would 
likely affect my design in an emotional, 
intuitive manner, I wanted to .choose a 
building type that should evoke an 
emotional response in the user. My 
conclusion was a schoolhouse. As A. S. 
Neil says in Summerhill: "In Education, 
intellectual development is not enough. 
Education must be both intellectual and 
emotional. In modern society we find 
increasing separation between intellect and 
feeling. The experiences of man today are 
mainly experiences of thought rather than 
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an immediate grasp of what his heart feels, 
his eyes see, and his ears hear .•. the aim 
of education is to work joyfully and find 
happiness." I found the challenge and 
responsibility of designing an environment 
that would accomplish this goal immense. 

The second part of the design, the 
town hall, developed with the selection of 
the site. I was doing my internship in 
Huntsville, Alabama, so in the evenings and 
on weekends 'I began to drive through the 
small towns and communities looking for an 
appropriate site. 
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The drive from Huntsville to Paint 
Rock gradually prepares you for the 
geographical and cultural differences in 
the two towns. Highway 72 leaves 
Huntsville over the end of Monte Sano 
mountain which marks the beginning of "the 
country." The mountains begin to rise on 
either side of the cotton fields in many 
blue layers. 

Passing a few small communities 
clustering close to the highway, you being 
to notice the hills rolling in closer to 
the road with each advancing mile. 
Occasional roadside gas stations and 
general stores advertise their merchandise 
and hospitality with red and white Coca 
Cola signs. The road is frequently marked 
by concrete bridges spanning the Flint 
River and its many branches. 

Leaving Gurley, yet another small 
town, you quickly enter the Paint Rock 
River Valley, passing the road that wanders 
off to the left for such mountain towns as 
Trenton, Hollytree, Princeton, and Skyline. 
Immediately the road curves to the right, 
hugging the foot of the mountain that has 
now swallowed up the cotton fields. Ahead 
and to the left, the narrow, fertile valley 
moves between the foothills of the 
Cumberlands. Rounding the curve, the 
mountain steps back slightly, and a few 
white clapboard houses rest in its shadow. 
They are each amply shaded by a pr6fusion 

17 

} 

of trees in addition to the inevitable 
lavender wisteria embracing the porches. 
Within the next mile, the density of the 
dwellings increases until, unless you have 
specific business there, you have passed 
Paint Rock in a quick flash of color. 

The town is actually little more than 
a commercial strip to the east of the 
highway consisting of five or six 
businesses and a small residential 
community to the west. Each of the 
commercial buildings, with the exception of 
the brick factory producing candy and 
tobacco products, the commercial buildings 
are made of painted block. You pull 
directly off the road into the strip 
parking. There are the two or three 
inevitable pickup trucks with their lowered 
tailgates that serve as the "front porch" 
to the businesses. The general store, 
having the advantage of being the only air 
conditioned building in town, and the town 
hall, housed in an old service station, 
serve as the town gathering places in which 
to discover whether Aunt Clara got over the 
shingles or if Little Debbie really got 
that schlorship to Vanderbilt. 

The dirt road leading east between the 
town hall and the candy factory passes the 
ruins of a once prosperous train station, 
crosses 
choked 
shallow 

the rusty tracks being slowly 
by Johnson grass, moves down a 
incline beneath a canopy of 



willows, and halts at the bank of the Paint 
Rock River. At this point the river is 
shallow and clear, and flows over a bed of 
limestone, ideal for wading. This is the 
most popular place in town for the children 
and teenagers, whether it's for an 
energetic battle with a large mouth bass, 
or a romantic evening in the moonlight. 
With the trees' branches entwining over the 
river, the cool, green banks are a 
refreshing respite from the summer heat. 

To the west of the highway, a narrow 
banp of grass, and occasionally woods, 
isolates the houses from the traffic. You 
can enter the neighborhood from one of 
three streets, among which there seems to 
be no special hierarchy or relationship. 
Driving west along any of the three, there 
barely seems to be room for your car, so 
there is a constant aprehensive 
anticipation of meeting another car. The 
east/west roads lead directly up to the 
foot of the mountain with the last row of 
houses actually perching on the hill. 
Driving through the area, the initial 
impression is of the generosity and 
extravagence of nature, with the profusion 
of blooming azaleas and rhododendrons, 
pecans and oaks stretching their branches 
over each house and the road, and the 
wisteria or roses embracing the columns of 
almost every porch. Through the abundance 
of vegetation you gradually become aware of 
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the age and decrepitude of the structures. 
However, the neatness of the yards and 
cover of blossom lend the indigent houses 
an air of charm and an impression of 
hospitality. The feeling is emphasized by 
the frequent occupant of a porch swinq's 
indolent wave or casual "hey there." 
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Knowing the local elementary school 
children must bus over twenty miles to 
school, this community was ideal. It 
possessed the need, but as important, Paint 
Rock exhibited the spirit andindependance 
of the rural South, the participant I was 
looking for. My choice was made. 

The site is adjacent to Highway 72, 
directly across from the town hall and 
commercial strip. It is a long site 
consisting of a knoll above the highway 
sloping down to a flat meadow. It 
stretches back into the neighborhood, 
defined by a fence row of maples, oaks, and 
crepe myrtle. Looking in any direction 
from the site, one sees the foothills of 
the Cumberland Mountains. To the east lies 
the Paint Rock River valley. 

Spending time in Paint Rock, talking 
to the inhabitants and becoming familiar 
with the community, I felt the town suffers 
from a lack of image. There is no space or 
structure that symbolizes or represents the 
community. This is most evident in the 
town hall. Traditionally, town halls 
occupy a place of prominence in a community 
and through classical forms and rich 
materials present an image of which the 
Icommunity is proud. In Paint Rock, as 
'mentioned previ~usly, the town hall is 
housed in an old gas station. Talking to 
the citizens of Paint Rock about government 
buildings, I realized they never refer to 
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their own town hall, but rather the 
courthouses in Huntsville and Scottsboro. 
The awareness of this need for an image, as 
well as the functional need for a new 
facility, resulted in a deci~ion to include 
a town hall in my project program. With 
the inclusion of the town hall, I was 
essentially involving the entire community. 
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FALL QUARTER 
R,EADINGS 

My first goal was to become intimately 
acquainted with Paint Rock and develop an 
emotional involvement with the community. 
Fall quarter I read a variety of books 
ranging from scientific behavioral studies 
to Southern folk tales. 

Initially, my interest led to readinqs 
concerning theoretical and empirical 
perspectives of the relationship between 
humans and their environment. These books 
ranged from educational and environmental 
psychology to cultural anthropology. I was 
in search of a beginning point, a 
familiarity with existing behavioral 
studies. Although I discovered data that 
applied to my thesis such as Irwin Altman's 
Children and the Environment and Paul 
Insel's Too Close For Comfort, I realized 
the hard data I was absorbing had little 
relationship to the goal of designing for a 
specific participant. 

I then approached the problem from the 
other extreme. I began to study folk tales 
and music of North Alabama as well as some 
local primitive art. Immediately I 
recognized Paint Rock in these songs and 
stories. There was an expression of the 
same independence, sense of the past, and 
overtone of mystery. The most informative 
of these was Carl Carmer's The Stars ~ 

On Alabama. This documentary of the people 
of Alabama has a cultural anthropological 
'basis, although its main goal is to tell 
the story of "a strange country ••. a land of 
enchantment." 



PRECONCEPTIONS 
A concern expressed at the beginning 

of the quarter was what my preconceptions 
were and to.what extent they would bias my 
design. I decided the best course of 
action would be to define these and 
evaluate them immediately. I felt the best 
manner in which to recognize my 
preconceptions would be through design. At 
that time, the most pressing questions were 
generally formal and contextural. Should 
there be one building or two? How should 
the new building(s) relate to the Post 
Office and the commercial strip? What is 
the best way to arrive at flexibility and 
variety in the schoolrooms? 

My initial decision was to design the 
schoolhouse and town hall seperately. I 
felt this was necessary to present a strong 
identity for both children and government. 
In addition, two buildings could begin to 
form a positive exterior space. This 
presented the consideration of the 
inclusion of a fire station as well. Some 
of the concerns included natural lighting 
and ventilation, imagery, and the 
individual's interaction with the spaces. 
Both the schoolhouse and the town hall 
became buildings organized around central 
spaces. 

The schoolhouse had a central 
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auditorium/lunchroom cum activities space 
which was volumetrically a cube. Naturally 
lit by clerestories and ventilated by a 
cupola, this space was flanked by the two 
schoolrooms. Since each schoolroom would 
accomodate three classes, the primary 
objective was variety. Each schoolroom was 
composed of an entry, a large central 
space, a teacher's alcove, a reading room, 
and a porch. Through manipulations of 
doors these spaces could virtually become 
one. 

The dominant space of the town hall 
was naturally the meeting room. The 
mayor's office, clerk's office and support 
spaces became saddlebags along the 
perimeter. To support the Paint Rock 
tradition of "tailgate-sitting," a 
gathering space was needed facing the 
highway. This was manifested in the porch 
which wraps around the east side, 
terminating at either end with the mayor's 
office and the clerk's office. 

The design came so quickly it was 
almost disconcerting. My understanding of, 
and comfort with, North Alabama folk 
architecture was evident. The majority of 
my preconceptions seemed to involve form, 
materials, and details. Although, to this 
point, most of my decisions were 
architectonic, the design stimulated my 
interest in another direction. One of the 
spaces in the schoolhouse was a readinq 



room which immediately attracted my_ 
interest. I went back and tried to 
re-design it considering the child's 
perspective and interest. This in turn 
initiated a form of presentation that was 
to prove most effective, the perspective. I 

It seemed the only way to graphically 
evaluate space from the participant's view, 
the goal of my thesis. Although I realized 
this design was by no means final, I felt 
comfortable with it and confident the 
people of Paint Rock would as well. 

) ) 



I'd 
( I 

\
'i l 
" 

~I 

I Bi ~ G rn B8 ~ 8 8 B mlll;1 

JjJ ~ ~ ~ ~ If3l ~ 1tJ.l!3~' '~ 

r---c---l" 
r-----f; 

---~.__t~---- - ·1------' 

:=:=======IT - -- ---

\
' I j 
I; 

I '! 

-" ' ..... 
. ~ -. 

'} 

1- _ #----1 --- ---- ---- ___ ::J 





) 

INTERIM 
FIELD TRIP WEEK 

Field trip week came at an opportune 
time. Happy with my progress, I was 
anticipating the communication with Paint 
Rock. The first trip out after arriving in 
Huntsville succeeded in re-immersing me in 
the spirit of the community. 

Immediately after parking my car by the 
town hall, I crossed the highway to the 
site. The Johnson grass reached my thighs 
and the trees along'the fence row were still 
a vivid green. I sat in the qrass to sketch 
and found myself inclosed in a warm, livinq 
world of sound and smell, out of sight of 
the curious farmers lounging on their 
tailgates across the street. To my wonder, 
I felt a childish delight at my seclusion 
and decided some of the site must be left in 
this charming state. 

My specific goals for the week centered 
around interviews and observation, hoping to 
discover some answers to the questions; 
raised by the initial design. I quickly 
discovered the citizens of the town had 
little time (or was it desire?) to talk to a 
student concerninq an "imaginary" project. 
My best resources became the old folks who 
simply wanted some one to talk to. From 
them I realized Paint Rock was not nearly so 
typically Southern as I imagined. 

Traditionally being an economically 
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depressed community. the inhabitants of the 
Paint Rock valley refused to participate in 
the War Between the States. They had always 
been dirt farmers and few, if any, owned 
slaves. The people of Jackson County went 
on record in Montgomery as saying "they 
reckoned they would stay out of the fuss." 
After the war started, Confederate soldiers 
shot and hung many men from the Paint Rock 
valley as desertrs. In retaliaton, many 
others joined the Union army. This action 
seems typical of Paint Rock's determination 
and independance. This became an issue to 
deal with when I began to design the town 
hall. 

In response to questions concerning 
schoolhouse imagery, the concerns of the 
folk I talked with seemed to deal with the 
land, vegetation and age. Their 
descriptions of a "schoolhouse" usually 
concentrated on the views out, the 
connection with the land. Their 
descriptions also included many adjectives 
describing age. The preoccupation with age 
was also prevalent in any discussion of 
architecture. Paint Rock apparently was not 
anxious to move into the Space Age along 
with Huntsville. 

My last day in Paint Rock was an 
especially beautiful one. The sky was a 
'deep blue, a light breeze was blowinq, and 
autumn was in the air. I decided to take a 
vacation from the interviews and sketch book 
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and took a blanket down to the river for a 
picnic with my three year old nephew. With 
a cane pole alonq for inspiration - or maybe 
it was the fresh pecan pie - we immediately 
attracted the attention of a small qroup of 
boys who were endevorinq to catch their 
dinner. Lying in the sunshine watchinq the 
antics of the children, I felt aqain the 
timelessness of those mountains. Although 
universally human, these were a people with 
an awareness and reverence of their past. 
This, then, was the essence of what I wanted 
to achieve in my design. . 
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WINTER QUARTER 
CONCLUSIONS 

Winter Quarter began with the 
designer's equivalent of writer's block. 
Unfortunately my comfort with the initial 
design resulted in a sense of complacency. 
Changing or developinq the desiqn became a 
real chore. In an effort to bre~k loose of 
this tentativeness and generate new ite~s, 
the studio participated in a four hour 
charette of my project. 

Although the results were suprisinqly 
similar, there were a few whimsical, 
innovative schemes. The charette stimulated 
ideas that enabled me to make some final 
resolutions before Christmas break. The 
first of these was to have multiple 
buildinqs rather than one or two. This was 
to be a clustered arrangement similar to the 
relationships between Cumberland houses and 
their outbuildinqs. The connections would 
be both built and suqqested. This solution 
would accomplish many thinqs. It eliminates 
the static plasticity of independant 
structures. Since all buildinqs were 
located on the front portion of the site, 
their proximity to one another increased the 
importance of the relationships between the 
respective occupants. With the functions 
partially seperated by outdoor spaces and/or 
community spaces, privacy lacking in a 
sinqle buildinq solution would be provided 
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to both qovernment and school activities. 
With each function located in an individual 
building, identity ~ould be strenqthened, 
however, the close connections would 
reinforce the sense of community. 

A conclusion was also reached concerninq 
the site. All buildings were to be located 
on the front portion of the site for two 
reasons. This would eliminate the feelinq 
of isolation for the school children and 
also reinforce the imagery throuqh 
visibility to the road. The entry would 
occur from Knolton road rather than the 

(highway to create a sense of ritual, 
arrival, event. In addition, this would be 
safer than direct entry from the hiqhway. 
For further safety, as well as to slow 
traffic down to recoqnize the town, a 
traffic light would be located at the 
intersection of Knolton and Hiqhway 72. 
Some type of barrier, "wall," would run the 
lenqth of the site to recoqnize the 
commercial wall opposite, determine a 
boundry, provide seating and a barrier 
between people and cars. The options 
considered included a low stone wall, hedge, 
or picket fence. 

Other concerns included the importance 
of the visual link between interiors and the 
land, the representation of Paint Rock's 
image to the public, and the versitility, 
variety, and personalization potential of 
the schoolrooms. By this time, my interests 
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had reached beyond the "architectural" into 
the behavioral. This was larqely a result 
of the field trip to Paint Rock as well as 
the days spent there over Thanksqivinq. Any 
time spent there redirected my thouqhts to 
the people, their rituals, customs, 
expectations, and dreams. It seemed Paint 
Rock was indeed an emotional inspiration. 
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