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The spiral staircase is accented with a compass rose at the base and baffles engraved with student-chosen quotations.

Designed  
to  
Inspire
The Manning Family Science Building  
at Woodberry Forest School
by linda larson hogan

“B
e inspired to do great things in there,” challenged board of 

trustees chair Sion Boney ’74 as he spoke to the boys gathered 

outside the Manning Family Science Building at its November 

10, 2012, dedication. The student body, along with families, friends, and 

community members, toured, for the first time, the impressive educational 

facility that had been more than a decade in the making. With the orange-

and-black ribbon cut, Woodberry Forest School had just completed what is 

among the country’s greatest secondary school science buildings.

architectural photographs by robert radifera
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hands-on history

L
eadership in science education is nothing new to 
Woodberry Forest. The 1901–02 school catalog dis-
tinguished the school’s program from the typical of-

ferings available in regional institutions where, it claimed, 
“recitations from a text-book without any experimental 
work” were the norm. The catalog touted many specialized 
instruments available in its physics lab, including “a dyna-
mo, batteries, a Holtz electrical machine, an electrophorus, 
Leyden jars, an air-pump, parabolic mirrors, an electric mo-
tor, an electroscope, [and] a porte-lumière.” While those de-
vices may seem quaintly old-fashioned today, the motivation 
behind providing them for the boys’ use has not changed: 
“The student works by individual experiment into such a 
practical knowledge of sciences as can not be had from the 
study of theory alone in a text-book.” 

In those days, the entire science department was housed 
in the basement of the Walker Building, where the Fir Tree 
snack bar and business offices are today. When Turner 
Hall was built in 1937, the labs moved to its basement. And 
though the department moved across Perimeter Road in 
1970, it was still consigned to nearly windowless basement 
digs. The 11,000 square feet of space in the lower level of the 
Gray Math-Science Building seemed plush by comparison, 
especially in an era when Woodberry had only 200 students 
taking science at any one time. Since then, Woodberry has 
adopted a physics-first curriculum and increased the num-
ber of science courses required. By 2000 nearly all of the 
school’s 400 boys were taking four years of science, with 
many choosing to take multiple classes; the intricate plan-
ning for use of laboratory space had come to dictate the en-
tire school’s daily schedule. 

So twelve years ago, a new facility became a regular top-
ic of discussion at the Forest — first in science department 
meetings led by chair Jim Reid, the Henry E. Payne Chair of 
Science, and then in board of trustees meetings. The build-
ing was identified as a key project of the Our Strong Band 
campaign, which began in 2005 and was successfully com-
pleted at the end of 2012. 

intentional excellence

D
esigned largely by current science teachers and 
creative alumni, the Manning Family Science 
Building is the result of many gifts, both literal 

and metaphorical. 
The process began when several science teachers traveled 

throughout the South and the Northeast to find out what the 
country’s outstanding secondary school science facilities 
looked like. As they put together their wish lists, they cooper-
ated with architect Maynard Ball ’74 of Bartzen + Ball, who 
has been Woodberry’s chief building designer for the past 
fourteen years. “Maynard painstakingly compiled our re-

quirements and recorded our dreams to make sure this struc-
ture was truly built to meet our needs,” says Jim.

The faculty hoped to go beyond supplying the SMART 
Boards and network capabilities that mark state-of-the-art 
classrooms. Jim and company wanted the building itself to 
be a teaching tool. The details might at first appear deco-
rative, but, like the wings of a butterfly, their beauty would 
also have a function. Woodberry called on another creative 
alumnus, T. J. Ronayne ’97, whose firm, Gropen, Inc., craft-
ed original displays and artwork to be integrated into the 
building’s design.

Contractor Martin Horn, Inc., of Charlottesville harnessed 
advanced technological innovations for the building’s comput-
er-controlled operation. An energy-efficient automatic light-
ing system illuminates only areas in current use, and water-
saving features, such as low-consumption faucets, minimize 
environmental impact. The high-efficiency heating, ventila-
tion, and air conditioning system burns clean propane for heat 
and uses a modular chiller plant, located downhill from the 
building to minimize noise and visual pollution, for cooling.

But such ingenuity came at a price. The essential element 
— a third of the total cost, which includes a 25% mainte-
nance endowment — was provided by a gift from Paul and 
Diane Manning and their children Bradford ’03, Bryan ’09, 
and Katie. As Bradford said at the building’s dedication, the 
family has “a mission to support science and education at all 
levels. Having the right facilities and tools was important to 
Bryan and me when we were here. And it’s important to us 
to support organizations that we believe in. Woodberry has 
a tremendous legacy — over 100 years — and it’s like a family. 
It’s incredible to feel the level of community here; you’re not 
going to find it anywhere else.” 

Another major donor was the R. B. Terry Charitable 
Foundation, Inc., established in memory of Randall Terry 
’53. The foundation’s initial commitment to the effort, and 
the support of trustees Walter Craigie ’48, Oscar Fletcher, 
Charles Odom, and Arch Schoch, provided the momentum 
necessary to raise the additional funding. Scores of others 
named spaces within the building and provided additional 
support, with more than 320 donors participating in the 
fundraising effort for the building either through direct 
donations or through the Our Strong Band campaign. Se-
nior parent gifts and fiftieth reunion gifts helped bring the 
total amount raised to more than $18 million.
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counterclockwise from the 
top: The environmental science 

classroom and laboratory; the 
second-floor Atrium Commons 

overlooking the Terry Atrium; 
the Residence Oak Timeline 

in the Garner Gallery; a detail 
of the Residence Oak Timeline 

with markers indicating various 
points in history — number 29, 
for example, corresponds with 

1950, when Woodberry acquired 
its first television set, while 

number 38 marks the end of the 
Vietnam War in 1975.  For more 

photos, visit www.woodberry.org/ 
insidewoodberry.

The chemistry laboratory in 1905 
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the manning family science building

an elegant approach

N
o longer hidden away in the basement, the science 
department now resides in one of the school’s 
most prominent buildings. Rising three stories 

above ground, the exterior of the 44,000-square-foot 
Manning Family Science Building blends the school’s tra-
ditional red-brick-and-column style with modern glass ex-
panses. Among the exterior instructional details are two 
greenhouses on the southern side of the building, one at-
tached to each biology lab. Immediately beyond those, in 
the direction of the Rapidan River, is an artificial wetland, 
planted with native species and recharged with fresh rain-
water captured on the roof.

And built into the western front, near the staircase lead-
ing to the central floor, is the Brown Amphitheater, large 
enough for a plein air lecture or a class presentation. Above 
the three-story Terry Atrium on the eastern side is the 
Dooley Observation Deck for stargazing or weather watch-
ing. Once the new structure housing the math department, 
computer science center, and dining hall is complete in 2015, 
the newly planted grassy field that lies to the science build-
ing’s west will become a central campus feature. 

inspired interior

W
oodberry’s physics-first science curriculum 
inspired the arrangement of classrooms and 
laboratories. The carpeted top floor hosts third 

formers learning about the physical principles underpinning 
the universe — often by dropping objects to lower floors over 
its railings. That basic knowledge is put to work in the study 
of chemistry, housed one floor down. And finally, biology is 
rooted on the ground floor with its easy access to nature’s 
laboratory: the great outdoors. The interconnectedness of 
these three disciplines is emphasized in the design, too: 
open spaces, windows, and artwork tie the floors together 
throughout the building. 

Though students experience the Manning Family Science 
building from the top down, a visitor is most likely to step 
first through the main entrance into the Class of 1962 Vesti-
bule. Suspended overhead is a dramatic, seventeen-foot-tall 
light sculpture: The double helix chandelier, which is also a 
valuable teaching tool, uses controllable multi-colored LED 
lighting to highlight the structure of DNA and demonstrate 
how the nucleotide sequence stores genetic code. 

Devoted to the study of chemistry, this central floor holds 
two laboratories, the faculty lounge, the Kenan Conference 
Room, and Weisiger Hall. Garner Gallery, near the Perimeter 
Road entrance, boasts the Residence Oak Timeline honoring 
Jim and Cindy Reid. Made from a slab of the oak tree that 
stood for centuries in front of The Residence, the segment has 
been carefully preserved. Its rings are keyed to a timeline of 

events from the natural history of 
the region, notable moments in sci-
entific discovery, and highlights of 
Woodberry Forest history.

Central to the second floor is the 
landing of a steel-and-bluestone 
spiral staircase that echoes the 
double helix theme, begun in the 
vestibule, and descends to the bi-
ology and environmental sciences 
floor. Around the circular open-
ings of the staircase hang panes 
of glass etched with thought-pro-
voking quotations from science’s 
greatest minds. At the base of the staircase lies a compass 
rose inlay marking the location of a time capsule whose con-
tents were chosen by a student committee.

Vibrant panels illustrating the history of the universe 
with photographs and specimens connect the first two 
floors. And an etched glass and tile fossil relief sculpture in 
the three-story Terry Atrium depicts geological eras. Orders 
of magnitude, ranging from the huge distances of space to 
the minute measurements of atoms, are represented in glass 
panels in the top-floor Class of 2012 Student Commons.

Collaborative areas on all three floors, some enclosed 
and outfitted with mini-labs, conference tables, or white 
boards, provide dedicated space for boys to work together 
on projects. Compass Point Commons on the third floor 
features a media:scape interactive monitor system that 
allows several laptops to be simultaneously connected to 
large-screen monitors. 

The physics floor is outfitted with laptop-ready carrels, 
offering an inviting destination for students who want to 
study in groups or alone. Looking eastward through the 
massive wall of glass, one of the campus’s most lovely vistas 
takes in the fields and forest that lead to the river. 

Those natural assets are connected to the building via 
the ground-floor biology and environmental science floor, 
where they are extensions of classroom space. Each labora-
tory has an exterior doorway, making a quick jaunt outdoors 
a simple proposition. And, on days when fieldwork isn’t pos-
sible, learning materials inside the building will teach and 
inspire. A projector in Terry Atrium will allow students to 
gather and see films on a giant screen. 

The many gifts — of funding and talent — that brought the 
Manning Family Science Building to life mean the future of 
science education at Woodberry Forest School has arrived. 
In the words of Our Strong Band Chair John Baker  ’66,  
“This building will make sure that it is not just happen-
stance that Woodberry Forest has one of the country’s best 
science departments. It will be a boon to students and the 
school for generations to come.” 

The Dooley Observation Deck

The double helix chandelier
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