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This article appeared in Construction Executive magazine in May, 2013. The renovation by 
Morgan-Keller Construction written about here won a first-place national prize for historic reno-
vation.  

❦ 

When Dwight Pryor was married in the chapel of the historic Lutheran Theological Seminary at 
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania in 1993, he never imagined that he would revisit the school in charge 
of the delicate job of expertly restoring its oldest, most revered building.  

Constructed in 1831-32 for $10,500 and named for the Seminary's first president, Schmucker Hall 
was first used for all of the Seminary's functions, then as a student dormitory as the school con-
structed other buildings. The first engagement of the Civil War Battle of Gettysburg was fought 
on Seminary Ridge in and around Schmucker Hall which was commandeered by both armies as 
a hospital where thousands of casualties were treated and a few precious artifacts were left be-
hind. The seven-level stone-and-brick landmark comprises four stories, basement, attic and cu-
pola. 

The Seminary itself made civil rights history from its founding, through the Civil War and beyond. 
The Seminary's barn, no longer extant, is among the three to four percent of today's claimed 
Underground Railroad sites having conclusive documentation of involvement in the dangerous, 
illegal, clandestine moral network which shepherded tens of thousands of freedom seekers to 
northern states and Canada. The Seminary's role in abolitionism was early, active, bold and, 
more than once, punished. 

Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg also became the nation's first integrated seminary 
when it admitted Daniel Payne (1811-1893), a South Carolina school teacher whose livelihood 
was outlawed when his state forbade education of African-Americans. Seminary students col-
lected enough from their families and their own pockets for a scholarship enabling Payne to at-
tend. Payne became the first African-American theological seminary graduate in the United 
States, was hired to teach at Ohio's Wilberforce University, the nation's first African-American uni-
versity, and retired as its president. The University's Payne Theological Seminary founded in 1871, 
still in operation, is named for him. 

After twentieth-century safety laws disallowed continued dormitory use, Schmucker Hall stood 
vacant for years until the local historical society began renting part of the fading building. Over 
its 180 years, the structure mellowed gracefully but had unmistakably begun wearying from age 
and its accumulation of deferred maintenance. Restoring Schmucker Hall would be expensive 
and not easily accomplished. After several years of planning by the Seminary, it lined up the $5.8 
million project financing from the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, the Adams County Historical 
Society, many corporate, individual and in-kind donations, and tradable tax credits.  

Morgan-Keller Construction of Frederick, Maryland won the competition to restore the federal-
style hall and appointed the firm's Dwight Pryor as Senior Project Superintendent. Straight away 
Pryor ran into ancient and dangerous knob-and-tube wiring, first-story flooring which was no 
longer safe, plenty of sagging as the 1832 stone foundation had settled, a plethora of window 
frames and doors which had become skewed, and more than a few conditions which would 
need to be brought up to modern safety and accessibility codes. Pryor, his crew and several 
specialized restoration subcontractors working under Morgan-Keller went to work in December 
of 2011. 

Things got interesting right away as walls were opened and hall ceilings dropped to accommo-
date modern ventilation. One artifact found was an 1832 shoe left intentionally by one of the 



original German carpenters following his native custom to ward off bad luck for the building. The 
hidden shoe seems to have worked. 

A true historic find was a packet of letters from a worried father to his Civil War soldier son hospi-
talized with his wounds on the fourth floor of the hall. The son apparently had secreted the letters 
between floor boards where they rested until the ceiling below was opened during construction 
last year. Another find was an old wardrobe discovered in a far recess of the long unvisited attic 
with penciled names of the succession of young seminarians who had used it. These and a 
number of other artifacts, some of which are rare archeological firsts, will all be displayed in the 
new museum scheduled to occupy the building. 

Pryor and Morgan-Keller Senior Project Manager Doug Gray say with an air of mixed pride and 
relief that the most interesting challenge in restoring Schmucker Hall was unobtrusively outfitting 
the stately dowager with up-to-date necessities while simultaneously executing a faithful period 
restoration disturbing as little of the original construction as possible. An attic tour takes the visitor 
straight back to the 1830s until one opens any of several barely detectible under-eave panels 
revealing the heat pumps, blowers, circuit breaker boxes, valves, wireless gear and other mod-
ern appurtenances which today bring a large building alive.  

Either undetectable or requiring a careful second look are Morgan-Keller's well concealed venti-
lation ducting above unobtrusively dropped hall ceilings, cleverly routed wiring conduit, modern 
plumbing, good lighting, an entirely new sewage system, disguised sprinkler heads, a four-story 
elevator which did not disturb the original floor plan, and barely noticeable glass storm panels 
inside each window covering many which had slouched themselves into parallelograms, trape-
zoids and unnamed shapes over nearly two centuries.  

The most striking marriage of faithfully rejuvenated old beauty to undetectable modern effi-
ciency is the building's state-of-the-art geothermal heating and cooling system which Morgan-
Keller installed involving dozens of four-hundred-fifty-foot pipes buried invisibly in the yard. The 
system provides the eighteen-thousand-square-foot Schmucker Hall's heat and air conditioning 
with minimal operating and maintenance costs. Drilling the bores for the subterranean system 
became difficult after progressing through an aquifer at a hundred feet which required casing 
further down. 

Among the pleasant surprises encountered by the Morgan-Keller crew was that Schmucker Hall 
had been built so well in the first place that very little corrective construction was necessary. 
Guided by old photographs, Morgan-Keller did rebuild the hall's portico, gone for over a cen-
tury. 

In October, 2012, Dwight Pryor and his team drove their last nail into 1832 timbers, packed up 
their tools and headed back across the Mason-Dixon Line to Maryland for their next assignment. 
Pryor and Gray say that the special challenges put to them in the restoration of Schmucker Hall 
and the nation-making history in which they became immersed in doing so made for one of the 
most enjoyable assignments each has ever worked on and one which engenders special pride.  

They weren't the only ones pleased. Rev. John Spangler, the Seminary executive who oversaw 
the restoration, praises Morgan-Keller for what it accomplished and Pryor as the best construc-
tion foreman he has ever worked with. Spangler describes the experience as, "Excellent work-
manship and relationship, with no white-knuckle moments." Says Morgan-Keller Vice President 
Charles Clark, "Dwight Pryor brings a craftsman’s skills and outstanding management practices 
to every Morgan-Keller project on which he is the Superintendent." One would be hard pressed 
to elicit much about the quality of his performance from the soft-spoken Pryor. 

The new museum which will take up residence in the now sparkling Schmucker Hall is a joint ven-
ture among the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg, the Adams County Historical So-
ciety and the Seminary Ridge Historic Preservation Foundation. By early 2013, the Seminary had 
a crew of museum display fabricators busy in Schmucker Hall installing the specialized fittings 
which will house the museum's displays. The last job of this very skilled team was on a presidential 
library. Among the displays will be that old German shoe with its protective aura still at work. 



The new Seminary Ridge Museum is scheduled to open July 1, 2013, one hundred fifty years to 
the day since the beginning of the three-day Battle of Gettysburg. The museum's offerings, many 
not explored in depth anywhere else, will emphasize faith, freedom and the moral, civic and 
spiritual debates of the Civil War era; the first day of the Battle of Gettysburg fought at Seminary 
Ridge; and the care of the wounded and human suffering that took place within Schmucker 
Hall during its use as a field hospital. Morgan-Keller's inspired restoration insures that the Seminary 
Ridge Museum will be recognized the day it opens as a national gem among those of similar 
size. Schmucker Hall is expected to be nominated for a number of historical restoration prizes 
and awards. 

❦ 
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