Bennington College Historic Preservation Plan
Overview and Summary

Introduction

Bennington College received a Campus Heritage Grant from the Getty Foundation in 2005.
Three primary documents have been prepared as a result of this award: A Conditions
Assessment with measured drawings of key buildings on campus prepared by Centerline
Architects in Bennington, a nomination of Bennington College to the National Register of
Historic Places, and this Historic Preservation Plan. The overall goals of this comprehensive
effort are to inventory the significant historic buildings on campus, define the distinctive
character of each building, and provide general guidelines for the long-term maintenance and
preservation of the important structures that comprise Bennington College. Liz Pritchett, a
historic preservation consultant with twenty years of experience, has prepared the
preservation plan.

The preservation plan aims to provide recommendations for continued preservation of
Bennington College in a manner that recognizes the importance of its buildings and
landscape, but will allow for reasonable, managed growth and change to meet the needs of
the educational institution. Survey forms for the fifty-five buildings and structures that are
determined contributing to the significance of the Bennington College Historic District are
included in the preservation plan. (Seven buildings are non-contributing due to recent age).
For each building, a survey form defines the status and potential future uses of the building,
summarizes the historic character and distinctive features worthy of preservation, notes the
general setting, includes a brief statement on the condition and physical problems, and
provides general guidelines for appropriate rehabilitation treatments.

A Historic Preservation Philosophy for Bennington College

The recent work Bennington has undertaken to maintain and preserve its historic buildings
displays a sound preservation ethic. This preservation plan proposes to build upon on the past
efforts of the College to do the right thing for its buildings. The guidelines and treatments
included at the end of this overview will assist with the sound preservation philosophy that
Bennington has already displayed.

Such noteworthy projects of which the outcomes are visible in the survey forms that follow
include the carefully matched masonry repointing on the Main Gate (#1 on the campus map),
similar repointing and a new mahogany door that is an exact replica of the deteriorated
original on the Brick Garden Wall (#53), and a well-designed modern Student Center
addition to the c. 1940 Garage (#24) that compliments the size, form and materials of the
former garage despite the difference in age and style of the two structures.

A key tenet of preservation is to retain and repair historic materials that define the character
of a building as much as is reasonably and economically feasible. Bennington is following
this basic guideline as seen in numerous buildings that have their early slate roofs, and
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original multi-pane windows that have lasted due to the durable woods with which they were
built compared to most windows manufactured today.

Bennington’s interest in practicing good stewardship of its historic campus is clear in the
following excerpt from the Heritage Grant application to the Getty Foundation.

Bennington has a passion to preserve the integrity of its historical structures—
keeping Bennington “Bennington‘“—while continuing to focus on the College’s
future. In 2004, the College undertook a master-plan process, led by Kyu Sung Woo
Architects and landscape architects Reed Hilderbrand Associates that explored how
the fundamental character, unique evolution, and current configuration of the campus
can guide future growth. The plan also sets forth principles for addressing deferred
maintenance issues. The landscape master plan calls for a return to the original
conception of the College’s acreage while giving expression to the unique features of
the Bennington landscape. Together, these two documents present a comprehensive
and unified vision of the campus. The College’s next step is to enhance and expand
this significant base of work with an equally strong preservation plan. While the
process of upgrading the campus is a work-in-progress—with the work always in
process—the history and tradition of the College remain proudly intact, and will
continue to be so in the decades ahead.

Historic Character of Bennington College

The character of Bennington College is defined by its buildings, landscape and people, both
past and present. The ways in which we attempt to understand this character is described in
various documents, from the master plan and landscape plan noted above to the recently
completed National Register nomination. The summary of the architectural and historic
significance of the campus described in the National Register nomination focuses on the
buildings and three periods of significance of the site beginning c. 1775, the date of Shingle
Cottage (#40), which is the oldest structure on campus, to the completion in 1976 of VAPA
(#5), an immense International Style building for visual and performing arts designed by
noted architect Robertson Ward.

The architectural significance of Bennington is summarized in Section 7 of the National
Register nomination.

Bennington College has been determined a college of outstanding significance in
Vermont and the nation due to its large group of important historic buildings that
represent the history of the 360 acre site. Three periods of historic significance that
span approximately 200 years from c. 1775 to 1976 are represented by the early
vernacular farm buildings, the high style Jennings’ estate structures, and, after the
College opened in 1932, the impressive array of Colonial Revival and later
International Style buildings that together comprise a remarkable collection of
architecture on campus. Of the 62 structures in the Bennington College Historic
District, 55 have been determined contributing to the significance of the district due
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to architectural and historic merit, and only 7 are non-contributing due to recent age.
National and world-renowned architects that designed for Bennington include
Renwich, Aspinwall & Owen (Jennings Hall #43), J. W. Ames and E. S. Dodge (the
12 original student houses #s 9-20, and The Commons #7), Robertson Ward
(Tishman #3, Dickinson #4, and VAPA #5), Pietro Belluschi (Crossett Library #8),
and Edward Larrabee Barnes (Noyes, Sawtell, and Fels #s 21-23). Bennington is a
unique example of a college campus in Vermont due to its high number of well-
preserved and important architecture, in particular the distinctive group of nine
International Style structures.

Current Status of the Buildings and Potential for Future Uses

The buildings on campus are used primarily for residential, administrative, and academic
purposes. Most student housing is located on the original campus in the first student houses
(#s 9-20), in three houses designed by Edward Larrabee Barnes (#21-23) and three recently
built houses designed by Kyu Sung Woo (#25-27). Faculty and staff are housed in
apartments in the original houses, four dwellings on Faculty Row (# 34-37) and six in the
Orchard (#54-59). Academic buildings are clustered around the Barn (#2), with several on
the former Jennings Estate. VAPA (#5) houses the majority of the studios, classrooms,
theaters and galleries for the arts programs. Art studios and practice rooms are scattered in
numerous buildings on campus.

Most buildings serve the College well, although some have been determined to no longer
best serve the need for which they are used. These include three former chicken houses (#31-
33, the Early Childhood Center, Chicken Coop and Brooder). These three structures were
built as simple farm outbuildings without systems such as heating and ventilating necessary
for campus use today. Although the College has over time adapted the three chicken houses
as well as possible to accommodate the ECC and provide faculty housing, the buildings do
not serve these purposes well. They are not adequately insulated, the stone foundations are
failing, and the windows are worn and not weather-tight. The proposal in the campus plan to
demolish these three buildings to make room for a new dining facility is a reasonable one and
can be justified as the three former chicken houses do not retain a high degree of architectural
significance. Other former farm buildings such as The Barn (#2) and Deane Carriage Barn
(#44) better reflect the former farming activities on the site and clearly display a higher
degree of architectural importance.

Moving the ECC to Shingle Cottage and adapting the historic dwelling to the Early
Childhood program is appropriate. The floorplan of Shingle Cottage can be adapted easily to
this new use. Building an addition, likely off the rear or one side of the Cottage, or building
another structure to house the needs of the ECC will be somewhat of a design challenge in
order to avoid impacts to the historic house. However, with careful planning and
development of designs that allow Shingle Cottage to remain a prominent visual component
of the site, an addition or new structure nearby will be an appropriate asset to the College.
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Other proposed changes in use are minor and will not impact the character of the campus or
its important buildings. These might include changing some of the student housing such as
the Barnes’ houses (#s 21-23) to modify living accommodations for faculty use.

The campus plan has identified the need for more storage facilities. A new storage building
has been proposed in the Orchard possibly near the Cow Barn (#49). Currently in the
Orchard, the Cow Barn, Pig House and Corn Crib (#s 50 & 51) and Carpenter’s Shop (#47)
are all used for storage. The survey forms for the Pig House and Corn Crib state that these
two buildings could be removed due to their lack of architectural significance and generally
poor condition. Removing these two structures will not adversely impact the setting of the
Orchard complex and will make room for a new structure in this area if the College
determines it a suitable site for this use. The Carpenter’s Shop and the Cow Barn are more
important overall to the historic district and could possibly be upgraded and restored as
necessary to continue to provide storage.

Condition and Physical Problems

Bennington College has been a good steward of its historic buildings, although many
structures on campus will benefit from upgrades to systems and repairs to features that are
wearing out due to age and use. The conditions assessment prepared by Centerline Architects
is an invaluable tool for identifying current physical problems and developing a schedule to
complete necessary work for improving the buildings.

The preservation plan does not duplicate the elevation-by-elevation analysis of the conditions
assessment. Instead, it provides an overall conditions analysis of each building, noting the
most important areas of deterioration or need relating to foundations, windows, insulation,
handicap accessibility and other items. More detailed descriptions of various recommended
treatments applicable to the buildings at Bennington are provided in the next section below.

Appropriate Rehabilitation Treatments and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards

The rehabilitation techniques discussed below are based on The Secretary of the Interior’s
Standards for Rehabilitation of Historic Buildings. A copy of the 10 Standards is included as
an appendix to this report. The Secretary’s Standards are ten basic principles created by the
National Park Service to help preserve the distinctive character of a historic building and its
site, while allowing for reasonable change to meet new needs. The Standards (36 CFR Part
67) apply to historic buildings of all periods, styles, types, materials, and sizes. They apply
to both the exterior and the interior of historic buildings. The Standards also encompass
related landscape features and the building’s site and environment.

Because of the high degree of significance of the buildings at Bennington College, The
Standards are recommended as guidelines when planning rehabilitation projects, from small
repairs, to total renovations of individual buildings. The Standards are not meant to freeze a
building in time, but rather allow our historic buildings to be adapted in a reasonable manner
to meet new needs.
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Each rehabilitation project is different depending on the significance of the individual
building. The character of a building is determined by features that define its unique
appearance or convey its history. A hierarchy of important features should be outlined for
each building that will help guide work, thereby providing a list of features that are worthy of
preservation. The survey forms in this preservation plan do just that. The forms identify
which features are important and worthy of preservation. Taking care in the maintenance of
these features will ensure that the buildings are preserved for future use and enjoyment and
that the distinctive character of the college remains.

Information about appropriate techniques for rehabilitation of historic buildings is available
from the National Park Service in written form and on the Internet. Among the most useful
documents are the Preservation Briefs and Preservation Tech Notes, which are available on
the Internet following the prompts from the NPS website.

Historic photographs are valuable tools that provide archival information about buildings and
are often used to guide work when missing historic features, such as windows or porches, are
being restored. Many of the historic photographs included in the preservation plan are copies
of originals located in the Bennington College archives.

General Guidelines for Rehabilitation

1) Masonry / Foundations
Treatments that are recommended for many buildings include masonry repointing that
should be carried out by a professional mason experienced with historic mortar mixes
that are rich in lime and low in Portland cement. Mortar mixes should match the
original mortar color, texture, strength, and joint profile. Cleaning of masonry should
be undertaken in the gentlest means possible, and sandblasting is never recommended
as it pits bricks and stone, and destroys the protective skin in bricks that prevents
deterioration and spalling.

2) Windows
Bennington’s historic buildings primarily have wood, double hung, multi-pane sash,
most that are operated by ropes and pulleys. The windows are in good condition and
the maintenance staff regularly repairs windows that need attention. The windows in
the Commons and Student Houses are sturdy, made of durable wood and have aged
well. Currently, the existing windows are repaired rather than replaced. Modern
exterior screens have been installed to assist with energy efficiency.

The steel windows on Commons and the Barn are likewise well maintained. The Barn
has interior screens that allow the historic windows to remain totally visible from the
exterior of the building.

Some smaller structures, such as Swan Garage and the Cricket Hill Barn have less
distinctive windows. Those on Cricket Hill Barn have single pane sash. Replacing
single pane windows with double glazed thermapane windows will help with
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weatherization of the buildings. When single pane windows are replaced with double-
glazing the visual impact of the new windows is minimal. Simulated divided light
windows are often used as replacements when double glazing is needed for multi-
pane windows, and this option is often suitable as a replacement window when exact
in-kind, true divided light replacement features are not required. Snap-in muntins are
never a suitable option for historic buildings. When windows are deteriorated beyond
the point of reasonable repair, replacement windows must match the appearance, size,
design, proportions, and profiles of the existing windows as much as reasonably
possible. Before proceeding with any window replacement, review of comparable
detailed drawings of both the existing and any proposed replacement windows is a
good way to assure that new windows will be a good match.

3) Wood siding
Existing wood siding must be retained to the maximum extent possible. Where siding
is to be removed for structural or insulation work, it must be removed as carefully as
possible and reinstalled after that work is complete. Replacement of siding must be
done selectively, based on the condition of individual siding elements. New siding
must match the dimensions and profiles of the replaced siding.

4) Slate roofing
The slate shingle roofing on many of Bennington’s original buildings is a highly
distinctive character-defining feature that has been retained, repaired and preserved
since the College opened. The slate roofing has been removed from some buildings
and replaced with asphalt shingles. Retaining the slate roofs is recommended to the
degree that is economically feasible. If buildings such as the ECC and Brooder are
taken down to make room for a new dining facility as proposed in the campus plan,
the slates that are still in good condition should be salvaged for reuse when repairing
slate roofing on other buildings on campus.

5) Insulation
Buildings should have adequate insulation in exterior walls, basements and attic
spaces to provide a weather-tight envelope. Blown-in cellulose often is a good choice
for existing wood frame, and sometimes brick buildings, when an air cavity exists
between the interior and exterior wall surfaces. In buildings that have not yet been
insulated or for new construction, foam insulation provides excellent surface
coverage. The International Style buildings on campus are a particular challenge due
to the smooth, exterior curtain wall systems. To retain the flush, vertical board wall
surfaces on Tishman, Dickinson and some sections of VAPA, the existing boards may
be removed and the walls insulated from the exterior with a method such as foam that
will not substantially increase the wall depth, and the boards reapplied. If insulation is
installed from the interior on these buildings, again the increased wall depth should be
minimized to the extent possible to avoid alteration of the relationship between
interior features and the wall plane. Also, attention must be made to provide a thermal
break with metal frame windows to avoid cold temperature transfer through the metal

surfaces.
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6) Floorplans
Original or only slightly modified floorplans remain in many buildings. Retaining
original floorplans and circulation patterns is preferred when possible as these
features reflect the historic uses of the buildings. However, adapting buildings to new
uses or making changes to meet ADA requirements can result in modifications to
original floorplans. Making changes but preserving the primary or more significant
spaces such as living rooms, entry halls, stair halls, stairways, and primary corridors
is recommended. Modifications to secondary spaces such as bathrooms, kitchens,
closets, and basement spaces will likely not have an adverse impact on the interior
integrity of buildings.

7) Handicap accessibility / elevators
The buildings at Bennington need to meet ADA requirements. Elevators will be
installed in Commons and possibly other buildings. Generally it is less expensive and
results in a minimized impact if elevators are designed within the existing building
rather than as a new addition or elevator tower on the exterior of a building. If interior
space is available, selecting a location near a handicap assessable entry off a primary
corridor is usually a good option for locating a new elevator. The elevator may impact
a primary space in some manner by taking a portion of a room for the elevator shaft,
but this may be acceptable if the impact does not visually overwhelm the important
characteristics of the space in which it is located.

8) Railings
Hand railings, particularly in the International Style buildings, require modification to
comply with current codes. The interior railings in VAPA have been recently
upgraded to meet code. There, existing railings were retained, and a new, taller,
tempered glass railing to meet height requirements was installed on the inside face of
the existing railing in a manner that allowed the historic railing to remain visible and
intact without being obscured by the new element.

9) Interior features and finishes
Many buildings at Bennington have decorative wood moldings, high ceilings, and
wood wainscoting. These features should be preserved as much as possible. In
buildings where walls are resurfaced, or furred out to allow room for insulation of
exterior walls, the historic window trim and other details can be removed and
reapplied in the original locations so that the historic relationship of trim and wall
surface remains. Historic ceiling heights should be maintained in primary spaces; in
bathrooms, kitchens, and closets, ceilings may be dropped to hide mechanicals
without substantially impacting interior integrity.

10) Sandblasting interior or exterior wood features
Sandblasting must not raise the grain or feather the surface of the material that is
being treated. Specifications for this treatment, including type of sand, grit, size, psi,
and distance that the nozzle will be held from the surface, should be reviewed and
approved by the College before proceeding with this work.
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The Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation

The secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation are ten basic principles
created to help preserve the distinctive character of a historic building and its site, while
allowing for reasonable change to meet new needs.

The Standards (36 CFR Part 67) apply to historic buildings of all periods, styles, types,
materials and sizes. They apply to both the exterior and in the interior of historic buildings.
The Standards also encompass related landscape features and the building’s site and
environment as well as attached, adjacent, or related new construction.

The standards are applied to projects in a reasonable manner, taking into consideration
economic and technical feasibility.

1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that requires
minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site and
environment.

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of
historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be
avoided.

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record to its time, place and use. Changes
that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or
architectural elements from other buildings, shall not be undertaken.

4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquires historic significance
in their own right shall be retained and preserved.

5. Distinctive features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship
that characterize a property shall be preserved.

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of
deterioration required replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match
the old in design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials.
Replacement of missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or
pictorial evidence.

7. Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage to historic
materials, shall not be used. The surface cleaning of structures, if appropriate, shall be
undertaken using the gentlest means possible.

8. Significant archeological resources affected by a project shall be protected and preserved.
If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures shall be undertaken.
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9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be compatible with the
massing, size, scale, and architectural feature to protect the historic integrity of the
property and its environment.

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a
manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic
property and its environment would be unimpaired.
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