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Hill District School Becomes Apartments
By Diana Nelson Jones

Renovation of the former Miller
Elementary School Auditorium
and Gymnasium into eight new loft
apartments – the latest phase in the
Dinwiddie Triangle development in
the Hill District – is complete and
ready for the public.
The connection between the
Auditorium/Gymnasium Building
and Miller School was severed to
create a new entrance for the lofts

building, but its renovation aimed
for continuity in the use of features
from the 1938 building, an addition
to the school. The auditorium was
downstairs and the gymnasium
was upstairs.
The original auditorium doors
were restored and now hang on
a wall in the lobby. A row of seats
from the auditorium was saved to
serve as seating in the lobby.
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Each unit’s upstairs loft railing
includes
grillwork
from
the
auditorium. The units in the former
auditorium include plaster wall
emblems, scalloped terra cotta
wainscot, plaster flutes along a
curved wall, scalloped ceiling
edging, glazed tiles and ceiling
medallions.
The flyspace of the auditorium
stage was used to create a punch-
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out vertical window façade feature
with wells big enough for three
people to stand in and dramatic
southern views.
Upstairs
units
were
built
using the actual gym floor with
primary colored lines and circles
resembling a design a la Miro.
Wood planks from the school’s
stage were used as the underside
of the outside entrance overhang.
“We kept all the stage wood,” said
principal architect Daniel Rothschild
of Rothschild Doyno Collaborative.
“One of the demolition contractors
remembered standing on that
stage as a student, and performing
in a production of ‘Oklahoma.’ If
he hadn’t recalled that, it might not
have occurred to us to consider the
wood from the stage a part of the
historic continuity.”
Mr. Rothschild said one of the
primary challenges of repurposing

old schools is understanding the
fate of the existing auditorium and
gymnasium.
“You have to look at the entire
neighborhood to know what to do
with these big boxes. The fact that
housing is the highest and best
use here speaks well of the public
amenities that are already in the
Hill,” he said, citing the Hill House
Association’s Kaufmann Center
auditorium and the Thelma Lovette
YMCA gymnasium, both on Centre
Avenue.
Another challenge is structural:
how to cut up these iconic spaces
aesthetically.
“We had to cut a hole in the
auditorium to get the main staircase
in but still leave all the large ceiling
rosettes in place,” Mr. Rothschild
said. “These schools are part of
our legacy and we have to make
good decisions about what to do
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with them.”
The eight lofts, all of which are
600-700 square feet, are part of
a 28-unit phase that includes 20
townhouses on Reed and Heldman
Streets.
“I envision these units for
residents in their first jobs or
working in the neighborhood
or Downtown,” said Bill Gatti,
President of TREK Development.
The first and only tenant so far is
the Rev. Tyrone Munson, pastor of
the Historic Olivet Baptist Church
on Centre Avenue, who said of his
new place, “I am in heaven. It is
awesome.
A list of applicants is now going
through income verification and
screening, Mr. Gatti said, adding
the lofts should all be occupied by
the end of the year.

