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GIL SCHAFER '80

“My fellow students at Millbrook would
have said | was something of a nerd,
and the adults would have said | was
16 going on 45

This is how Gil Schafer 111’80, describes his teenage self. And
yet, Gil graduated Millbrook as student council president, editor-
in-chief of The Silo, and all-school prefect. At his graduation,

he became the second recipient of the Class of 1978 Award. If
pressed, he adds humbly: “I guess something happened while I

was in high school. This was before being a nerd was cool.”

Today, Gil Schafer is one of the top classical architects in the
country. He has held a spot in Architectural Digest’s AD 100 for
the last ten years and counting, and his architectural work—new

homes as well as renovations and restorations—spans eighteen

U.S. states as well as Canada, the Caribbean, and Central America.

Gil’s awards include a Millbrook Medal for extraordinary service
as a member of Millbrook School’s Board of Trustees and the
Institute for Classical Architecture and Art’s Arthur Ross Award
for lifetiine achievement. He is a graduate of Haverford College
and the Yale School of Architecture where he won the H. I.

Feldman Prize, Yale’s highest honor for studio work.

A SCHOOL TO CALL HOME

In 1977, Gil arrived at Millbrook School as a IVth former and took
up residence in South Dorm (now named Harris Hall). He jokes
that the walls were so thin that if a boy knocked firmly on his own
dorm room wall, it was possible to knock the books off the shelf
in the adjacent room. With only 125 students on campus his first

year, Millbrook looked different than it does now, but the bucolic

landscape and the campus charm were evident to Gil, even before

he had the architectural language to describe the reasons why.

It seems that many architects emphasize math and art classes in
their origin stories, but Gil admits that math wasn’t his strong
suit in high school. He always liked art and especially loved
drawing on his own. At Millbrook, he was one of three students
to take a mechanical drawing class in the basement of Abbott
Hall. There, inspired by his grandfather’s career as an architect,

he had his first lessons in drafting in a course led by Mr. Palmer.
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Outside of classes and athletic requirements, Gil spent time
doing what he loved: working on the school’s newspaper, The
Silo. He used the New York Times as inspiration for changes to
the paper’s nameplate and agitated for glossy paper stock, all
efforts to make The Silo look more serious. He also organized a
whimsical fashion photo shoot for the paper with the “wonderfully
stylish” E. Ashley Carter (now Crytz) 81. Together they gathered
a group of classmates in trendy garb and used the dish room as
an ironic backdrop. The love of storytelling that Gil cultivated
while working for The Silo evolved into a lifelong interest. In fact,
Gil suspects that if he hadn’t become an architect, he would have

pursued a career in magazines.

Ultimately, Gil became editor-in-chief of The Silo his senior year,
following in the footsteps of current Millbrook Board Chairman
Bill Menard ’78, Gil’s role model in high school. Bill wore a jacket
and tie to classes, and with admiration, Gil did the same. Bill
was the first winner of the Class of 1978 Award, and Gil followed
in his footsteps two years later. The inscription for that honor
begins, “Given to that senior whose contributions, in his or her
own style, reflect the energy and accomplishments of the Class
0f1978.” Gil credits the faculty for encouraging him to discover
his own style. “I loved the Millbrook experience then, and I love
it now. Teachers encourage students to figure out what they care

about and then to pursue it.”

As a student, Gil’s adventures off campus never took him farther
than Four Brothers Pizza. So, it was longer trips to his childhood
home in New Jersey that exposed Gil to the rural beauty of the
Hudson Valley. The summer after graduating from Millbrook, he
took a driving vacation through England, Scotland, and Wales.
While admiring the English countryside, he realized that the
Hudson Valley was its aesthetic equal, and for the first time, he

wondered about coming back to the region after college.

Those thoughts became reality in a short space of time. After
finishing graduate school at Yale and moving to New York City,
Gil returned to Millbrook in a summer rental. While driving to
Pine Plains one day, he spotted a “For Sale” sign on a piece of
land that would later become the site for his new home. Today,
Gil splits his time between Millbrook, New York City, and Maine,
when he is not in the air, flying from one architectural project

to the next. When he and his family return to the Hudson Valley,
Four Brothers Pizza is a favorite spot for dinner, just like it was

when Gil was in high school.
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SERVICE TO THE SCHOOL

“The idea that I would give back to Millbrook was always part of

my plan in life.”

In 1993 and during the early years of Headmaster Drew
Casertano’s tenure, Gil joined Millbrook’s board. Drew mentored
Gil and affirmed how his insights as an architect could benefit the

school, even when Gil didn’t initially see the connection.

From Gil'’s perspective, Drew understood how architecture and

the quality of place could help to make an institution successful,
including how buildings spoke to students and their families. Gil
recalls, “Drew and I talked about the subliminal transition that
happens when a family drops their kid off at school. The child is
going from home with their family to home at school. A school’s
admissions building needs to be a house because it needs to feel like

ahome. It should not be a large, brick office in the Georgian style.”

Gil served as chair of the board’s Physical Resources Committee
(PRC) for many years until the increased pace of his architectural
work and the debut of his first book made it difficult to continue
in that role. At that time, a friend and former schoolmate, Chris
Holbrook 82, stepped in, and the two continue to collaborate on

PRC business today.

Some of Gil’s favorite moments of board service have been

drawing with Drew and Daniela Voith, whose architecture firm,



Voith & MacTavish Architects, is responsible for designing
Millbrook’s newest buildings. Together, they pulled sheets of
trace paper over architectural drawings and made changes,

solving problems and capitalizing on opportunities.

While the architectural process was familiar, working on the
client side was new for Gil and something he sees as a gift.
“While I do think about my board service in terms of giving back,
I know that I have received so much through my own growth and
especially in my relationships with other board members.” After
nearly thirty years of working alongside Drew Casertano, Gil
is now turning his attention to learning the style and goals of
Millbrook’s new headmaster, Jonathan Downs ’98. About Jon he
shares: “There is something so deep and resonant about his love
for the school. With many important building projects in front of
him, Jon anchors his thinking in how architecture can reinforce
Millbrook’s sense of community.” The conversations Gil has had
with Jon over the past year are the first of many to come. Soon, it

will be time to pull out the trace paper together.

MILLBROOK SCHOOL’S
ARCHITECTURAL DNA

Gil credits Millbrook’s Founding Headmaster Edward Pulling and
his wife, Lucy, for the school’s auspicious architectural beginning.
“Millbrook started out with a rural aesthetic because it was a farm
with farm buildings before it was a school with school buildings.
The Pullings added new structures that were elegant and well-

mannered, which were the same hopes they had for the students.”

While Millbrook’s campus simply felt right to Gil when he was

a student, as he learned more about architecture in college

and graduate school, he began to understand why. Millbrook’s
buildings belong to two styles—each one is either a humble farm
building with white-painted wood cladding, like Pulling House
or the Barn, or a well-mannered brick building in the Georgian
Revival style like Schoolhouse or Casertano Hall, the new dining
hall completed in 2016. According to Gil, “The merging of these
two styles is Millbrook’s architectural DNA, and one doesn’t

undermine the other because the scale and detailing are just right.”

Millbrook’s white clapboard farm buildings are examples of
vernacular architecture. Though vernacular can be a vague term

in the world of architecture, it generally refers to a local style,
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often led by builders rather than architects. Some vernacular
farmhouses are rambling, with one mass flowing into another.
Their form traces necessary expansions—perhaps a kitchen
addition followed by a barn and finally a connected structure that
houses a privy. The original Pulling House certainly looked this
way, and though Abbott Dormitory was constructed in the 1970s

and renovated in the 1990s, it rambles, too, in homage to that idea.

On Flagler Quadrangle, Schoolhouse is an excellent example of
the Georgian Revival style buildings that make up the other half
of Millbrook’s architecture. Georgian buildings are common

in both the U.S. and England, and their design is named for

the English Kings George I-IV. Schoolhouse features Georgian
proportions and details like the dentils at its cornice, which
look like little teeth under the roof line, and a pedimented door
surround on its primary entrance. The triangular roof line
above the second story is called a centered gable, and it is also
typical of Georgian style. Gil notes, “These handsome, overtly
classical buildings built in the school’s early days possessed both
the gravitas and understated dignity that reinforced Edward
Pulling’s philosophy of education.”

Newer buildings on campus have picked up on these two stylistic
strands and sometimes include elements that are farmhouse and
elements that are Georgian. For example, while the Frederic C.
Hamilton Math and Science Center is mostly clad in white wood

with little decoration, its centered gable points to its Georgian

predecessor in Schoolhouse.
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Like Holbrook Arts Center and Mills Athletic Center, Hamilton
is built into a hill, which camouflages its large size and keeps

it in harmony with more delicate neighbors. The campus’
controlled scale cultivates its welcoming and cozy feeling. In
contrast, Gil describes the campus of a neighboring school in
Lakeville, Connecticut, that is “grand and intimidating because
its buildings are brick and stand as tall as three or four stories.”
While the effect of those buildings works for that school, it
wouldn’t be right for Millbrook.

Gil provides further reasons why Millbrook’s harmonious campus
is unlike other schools. “In the 70s, 80s, 90s, and even into the
2000s, when independent schools and universities constructed
new buildings, most architects available for hire were trained

in modernism. There was very little education in the traditional

languages of architecture embodied by existing buildings on
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those campuses.” Around the time of World War II, European
modernists—like Mies van der Rohe, Walter Gropius, and Le
Corbusier—arrived at universities in the United States bringing
their passion for glass, steel, and white-faced buildings that
express simple geometry. More recently, training in traditional
architecture has re-emerged. Gil and Millbrook’s Physical
Resources Committee strive to hire architects from among this

new generation who understand and respect the campus’ history.

Two new Millbrook buildings, a rebuilt Pulling House and a new
alumni center, Anthony House, will be completed this fall. Like
two strands of the school’s architectural DNA, Pulling House

is a simple farmhouse, and Anthony House will be one of the
more formal brick buildings on campus. The two structures

will reinforce the east side of Pulling Quadrangle: “To be a
quad, each of the four sides must be defined. To strengthen the
corner between Anthony House and its neighbor, Prum Hall,

we matched the two buildings’ cornice lines and detailing, as if
Anthony House is completing the sentence begun by Prum.” Yet
again, the trustees, Millbrook’s leadership, and the architectural
team have considered the buildings’ relationship to each other
and to the campus at large as much as they have attended to the
individual designs. Creating a sense of welcome at Millbrook is

as true for its buildings as it is for its people.

The word “cozy” was one of the first that came to Gil’s mind to
describe the feeling of living on campus when he was a teenager.
Upon reflection years later, he credits that cozy feeling to the
faculty’s warmth and caring as much as to the buildings. Gil says
that “great buildings are the backdrop for great education, and
on Millbrook’s wonderful backdrop, the faculty brought and
continue to bring Millbrook’s philosophy of ‘every student is

known and needed’ to life.”

LOOKING BACK TO LOOK FORWARD

In addition to leading his architectural practice and serving as a
board member, Gil is currently authoring another book. The third
in a trilogy, his newest will follow The Great American House
(2012) and A Place To Call Home (2017). Gil is a gifted writer,
which is evident in his record-breaking book sales, and when

asked about his process, his response was: “Writing is hard.”

While working on these books Gil has realized how his

upbringing has influenced his work as an architect. “[As a child]



after my parents’ divorce, my mom moved around a bit, and I

witnessed different architecture in each place we lived. As an
architect, I work in a chameleonlike way, aware of context in

different parts of the country.”

While writing about personal influences isn’t common in
architectural monographs, the connection of memory and feelings
to home has become a central feature in Gil’s books. “When I

give talks about the importance of memory in my work, people
come up to me afterwards and tell me about a cabin that their
grandmother had or a house that they grew up in and how much it

meant to them. The message resonates beyond architecture.”

Today, Gil is contemplating recent events in his personal life,
most importantly his marriage and entrance into a parenting
process for two step-children, one in their late teens and the
other in their early twenties. He is noticing how new experiences
as a husband and stepfather have brought fresh perspectives to

his architectural work, especially for clients with families.

Reflecting broadly on his practice as an architect, Gil stresses
how important it has been to learn to look slowly. “There is
tremendous value in careful observation. Looking slowly is much
harder now because our culture is wired against it.” It’s a skill
that runs counter to the quick scrolling that Instagram and other
social media encourages, but it’s also a skill that can be practiced

and improved over time. Careful looking and careful reflection

help bring analysis to intuition. Using both is the key to learning
how a campus creates feelings in its students and faculty, to seeing
buildings for what they can become together, and for Gil, to

building a creative life.

Informed by affection and history, the exercise of looking slowly
brings up more questions. “It is well known that Pulling was an
Anglophile. Did that influence how campus looks? How does the
Flagler Memorial Chapel fit into Millbrook’s architectural DNA?
Why does Flagler Quadrangle mimic the plan of a small New

England town?”

It is a pleasure to see Millbrook’s campus through Gil’s eyes,

with his love for the school as an alumnus and a trustee and his
knowledge as a leader who helped bring much of it into being,
but it is time for Gil to board a plane to somewhere and shepherd
the next great American house into being. For those who live,
work, or study on this campus, we get to look slowly at the
architectural legacy and contemporary stewardship that is all
around us and contemplate the answers to those questions. ®

Sarah MacWright joined Millbrook’s Art Department in 2012

to teach photography, becoming chair of the department the
following year. In the fall of 2021, she began a yearlong sabbatical
with G.P. Schafer Architect, and she gladly sat down with Gil this
spring to interview him and pen this article.
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