HISTORY OF BURLINGTON HIGH SCHOOL
The following two statements provide information on the history of Burlington High School.
The first derives from the 1921 BHS Oread and provides a summary of the first century of high
school learning in Burlington. The second statement is taken from the 2011 Burlington High
School Alumni Directory and was compiled primarily in recognition of the 100t1' anniversary of
the Edmunds School, formerly the site of BHS.

Following these statements is an excerpt about Burlington Schools from "About Burlington"
compiled by Charles Edwin Allen (published by General Books LLC, Memphis, Tennessee in
2012), as well as a timeline of the History of Burlington High School from 1 815-2000 compiled
by Tony Trono, former BHS Math teacher.
From the 1921 BHS Oreød

A Brief History of Burlington High School
"One hundred and five years ago, abuilding seventy feet in length and forty feet in width,
situated upon an one-half acre lot sold to the "Village School District" of Burlington for the
consideration of two hundred and ten dollars, was completed at a cost of less than one-thirtieth of
that of the present high school building. This building, known as the "Burlington Academy," was
situated on the site of the present Grammar School of this city and in it the pupils of all ages,
divided into three departments, were instructed.
The first term of the Academy was opened September 3, 1816. This was the beginning of the
present high school. In a notice of the day the building was described as "a credit to the donors
and an ornament to the town."

At that time, the population of the village was nearing two thousand. The Academy was in the
charge of three teachers during the first year. The citizens defrayed most of the expenses of the
school by a tax on the Grand List of the two districts of which the school system was comprised.
A small tuition was charged to the students. Among the names of the principals of the old
Academy is that of William Arthur, the father of the Vermont president, Chester A. Arthur.
The Academy prospered and after thirteen years the little brick schoolhouse was found to be too
small to accommodate all the children of school age, who numbered 674. Consequently, the
Prudential Committee was authorizedto use the school building as "a high school for young men
and boys, forever." The school system was divided into six districts, each to have a schoolhouse
for the primary and intermediate pupils. Thus the Burlington High School came into being.
Eleven years later, in 1850, the population of Burlington had increased to nearly eight thousand
and the "Burlington Union High School" was established. The citizens had realized the benefit
which their sons were receiving from the high school and determined to open its doors, also to

their daughters. Joel T. Benedict was the first principal of the Union High School. Rules were
adopted by the newly formed Union district for the management of the school, making the term
46 weeks and, nine years the youngest limit in age, all to be able to read and write as requisites

Since, under the new system, each district separately Maintained a Primary and Middle
School, the instruction in the High School was confined to the "higher mathematics, natural
science, history, moral and intellectual philosophy and, in the classical department, Latin
and Greek." The tuition now was free to all residents of the district. Compositions were
required every two weeks and declamations every month. A glee club was formed by the

boys at this time and later in June, 1853, the "Excelsior Club," an excellent society, was
organized. Its object was to accustom its members, some thirty or forty of the older boys, to
"the exercise of thinking and debating on their feet."
The next reorganízation of the school system occurred when, in 1868, the School Districts
were abolished and the schools, including the High School, passed under the control of a
Board of School Commissioners. The first superintendent under this system was the late
Professor J. E. Goodrich. At this time the name of the school was changed back to "8.H.S."

In 1869 the branches taught were divided into two courses, Classical and English. Under
the new system the school developed and grew rapidly. Its progress was in "leaps and
bounds. " In 1 87 1 , the old Academy having been taken down, the present Grammar School
building, which still bears the name "High School" in letters carved on a stone slab high up,
under the belfry of the eighty-foot tower, was erected and furnished. The enrollment in
1874 was 96 pupils; in 1888, I57; in 1889, 180; and in 1898, after Mr.: Landon had been
principal for nearly sixteen successive years, 32l.The graduates in 1898 numbered 62,
whereas in 1882, when Mr. Landon took charge, there were 20. Now they number around
100

[in r92r].

The report of the superintendent for the year 1877 contained a mild expression, the first, of
the need of a new high school building. The name of "8. H. S." was again dropped in 1900
upon the completion of the present building, which was given the name Edmunds High
School. We owe very much to the generosity of the late Senator George F. Edmunds who
donated the land from a part of the Edmunds homestead for the site of the new building.
We now U92Il have ...a grand, spacious building of wonderful architectural beauty in
which seven distinct courses of study, under the supervision of thirty excellent teachers, are
pursued by about 600 growing boys and girls."

From the 2011

Alumni Directorv

ooBurlington High School Since 1816: The Untold Story

Burlington Academy, established in 1816, became Burlington's first public high school. From its
inception, Burlington High School has been one of the finest high schools in the country. Built
on long-lasting traditions and innovative and creative programming, Burlington High School
continues to meet the educational needs of students from the Queen City and surrounding
communities.

Burlington Academy underwent a number of changes in its early years, particularly changes in
leadership. From the time of its establishment in 1816 until the year 1900, thirty-five principals
assumed leadership roles at the Academy. Other changes occurred with the needs of the times. In
1859, for instance, women were admitted, tuition was eliminated, anew 46-week school year
was initiated, and the Academy was renamed Burlington High School (BHS). By 1871 BHS had
relocated to the northwest corner of South Willard and College Streets. This building,

affectionately known at the "Old High School," was utilized for 30 years. Then, due to a growing
population and the need for additional space, the high school moved once more, to the corner of
Main and South Union Streets.
The site for the "New High School" was donated by Senator George F. Edmunds in cooperation
with the City of Burlington. This venture cost the city $15,000 for the land. On I|l4.ay 2,1900 the
doors of the George F. Edmunds High School opened with a senior class enrollment of fifty-six
students. The school colors were brown and gold.
The "New High School" brought many changes and improvements to Burlington's educational
system. The school's annual yearbook, originally labeled the Register, which later became the
Oread, was first published in 1 898. The 1901 yearbook can still be found today in the Burlington
High School vault. The only sports offered at the time were football in the fall, basketball in the

winter and baseball in the spring. A number of clubs came into existence including fraternities
such as Upsilon Lambda Phi, Delta Gamma Phi and Epsilon Alpha Phi that remained in
existence until 1905. The school newspaper, now named the Register, as well as the drama and
language clubs begun in the early 1900's continue today. The present day Madrigals likely
evolved from the Glee Club, which dates back to 1853 as the first organized club at Burlington
High School. The Banjo and Mandolin Club of the early 1900s are today's JazzBand or the
Orchestra or String Ensembles.

The Burlington City Report of 1909 criticized Edmunds High School for teaching only college
preparatory classes. By 1910, a Commercial Program was added, and by 1920,new courses in

wood shop, mechanical drawing and home economics were offered. A junior high program was
established in 1927, and by 1932 a second building was added to the site. Through the next 40
years, Edmunds High School continued to change its structure and program offerings to meet the

of students and a changing community. By the end of the 1950's,
it became evident that a new building that could provide modern classroom space and facilities
such as alarge cafeteria, auditorium, and gymnasium was needed.

needs of an increasing number

The Move to North Avenue

In

1964, a state-of-the-art five-building campus, located at 52 Institute Road, was built to house

the ever-growing population of Burlington's high school students. The cost was approximately

$4.5-million,30o/o of which was provided by the state of Vermont. 'oln May 1962,for $48,000,
the city of Burlington purchased the Willard C. Arms farm, one of the last working dairy farms
in this area." (David Blow, Historic Guide To Burlington Neighborhoods, Chittenden County
Historical Society, 1991). Edmunds was converted to a junior high school serving the center and
south end of the city. Hunt Junior High School served the north end of the

city. When it opened

in1964-65, BurlingtonHigh School served 1,300 students (comparedto 1,110 in2010-11) in
grades 10-12. Students in Colchester attended Burlington High School until a high school was
built in Colchester in the 1970's. Grade 9 began attending BHS in l976,withHunt students
transitioning first and then Edmunds students coming ayear later. There were 61 faculty
members in 1964-65 (compared to 89 teachers including l9 special services and English
Language Learner teachers in 2010-1 1).
The high school comprised five buildings which were designed for a departmentalized school
system - A, B, C, D and E Buildings. B building was used primarily for foreign languages, C

building for English and social studies, D building for business and homemaking, and E building
for science and math. Building A was a large multi-purpose building for administration, music,
physical education, and vocational education including auto mechanics, printing, woodworking,
and electronics. In 1968-69 a new vocational building, F Building, was added to Burlington High
School. This building was funded completely with state and federal monies. Classes opened in F

Building in September, 1969.

Burlington High School: The Past Ten Years
While much about Burlington High School has stayed the same during the last 47 years on North
Avenue, much has changed. Here are a few of those changes:

Grounds;The large math and science lecture room has been changed to a
biology laboratory room; a wall separates the two social studies and English rooms that before
could be converted into one room;the cafeteria is in one large room; and the language laboratory
has been disbanded in favor of technology in all classes. Today, there are computers and Internet
access in every classroom, an open access computer lab in the library along with an after-school
Homework Center, and three computer labs. Ninth grade students take a required technology
skills class; tenth graders a careers explorations class. In2006 voters approved the complete
renovation of the 43-year-old track and field facility including the installation of and eightlane
track and an artificial turfplaying field for football, soccer, lacrosse, and other school and
community events. The auditorium was renovated in 2010 with new seating, flooring, and
ventilation and lighting systems.
The Buildings and

Students:Burlington High School has become increasingly diverse, particularly with the arrival
of many Vietnamese, Tibetan, Bosnian, and most recently African students. In 2010-11 the
school population of 1,100 was73.5o/o White (including 3% Bosnian),I2%o African-American,
3o/o La|ino, 1 1 % Asian , and 0 .5Yo Native American. 45o/o participate in the Free or Reduced
Lunch Program.
The Schedule.' 'While BHS used a form of block scheduling in the 1960's and early 1970's, the

schedule became more traditional through most of the 1990's with eight periods of forty-two

minutes of instruction. In 1998-99, however, the school moved to an alternating block schedule

in which students take four classes one day, and another four the next day. Each period or block
is approximately ninety minutes. The longer classes allow for more in-depth teaching and the use
of a greater variety of teaching and learning strategies."
School Life: In the early years of the new high school, there was an open campus with students

coming and going according to when their classes were scheduled. Today, the campus is closed
except for seniors with senior privileges and students who do not have a first or last block class
who can come in late or leave early. Students and faculty members used to be able to smoke on
campus; with new state tobacco laws, it is now illegal to smoke on school grounds. Lockers are
now assigned to students in part to help the student body get to know each other.
Courses: Students beginning with the Class of 2002 complete24 credits each year to graduate:

English (4), History/Social Studies (3), Mathematics (3), Science (3), Fine Arts (1), Physical
Education and Health (2), Computer Literacy and Career Explorations (1), Foreign Language
(2), and Electives (5).
Student Activities: The number of sports teams has grown over the years including the addition

of girls' hockey in 1999, girls' and then boys' lacrosse in2002 and 2003, and indoor track in
2004. The "Mighty Seahorses" have continued to win state championships in sports, including
Girls and Boys Soccer and Girls and Boys Indoor Track in 2009-10. Students also continue to
participate in student exchanges and travel overseas: every two years to Peru (Spanish),
Italy/Greece (Latin), and France (French). Every two to three years trips also go to Austria
(German), China (Chinese), and Nicaragua (service trip). The Model United Nations was

reestablishedin2}}2 and now participates annually in conferences in Vermont and New
England, at the United Nations in New York City, and in Europe in Berlin, Genoa, and Athens.
Drama continues to be a vital school program with annual musical, one-act and drama
productions including 42nd Street in20ll. After-school activities are also a strong part of student
life. BHS After-School sponsors high interest activities including fencing and bowling. New
clubs added in recent years include the International Student Club, the Interact Club associated
with the Burlington Rotary Club, the Snowboarding Club, the Debate Team, and Poetry Outloud
(BHS had the state champion, Claude Mumbere, in20l1 !). The Detour, Register, and Oread are
alive and well, showcasing student work and life at BHS.

Why the Seahorses? This question is frequently posed as to why our mascot is the "seahorse."
The story goes that fossils of seahorses were found when the site of the former Burlington High
School, now Edmunds Elementary/Middle Schools, was excavated in the late 1800's. The fossils
possibly dated back to over 12,000 years ago when glaciers began to melt in the region and what
is now Lake Champlain was saltwater. According to the Lake Champlain Committee:

"As the ice began to melt, the slowly retreating glaciers to the north limited the flow of the
meltwater forcing drainage to the south through the present day Hudson River. Debris dams
forced the water to pool in a huge lake - Lake Vermont. At its height, Lake Vermont had a
surface elevation around 500 feet higher than Lake Champlain's current level! When the glacier
receded north of the St. Lawrence Valley, the landmass it had covered was below sea level as a
result of the huge weight of the ice. Ocean waters flowed in from the Atlantic forming the
Champlain Sea. Saltwater animals such as the famous Charlotte whale frolicked in the region at
that time. Subsequent rebounding of the land raised the lake elevation above sea level.
Gradually saltwater flushed out and was replaced by fresh water from tributaries."
Burlington High School is proud to have the unique distinction of having "Ace the Seahorse"

as

our school mascot!

Visit Us. Burlington High School is a strong and vibrant school anchored in its mission of
"educating and inspiring students to influence and shape the future." Please come back and visit
us.
Thankyou to Anthony Trono, retired Mathematics Department Chair, and Nick Bernstein and Jennifer Gile, Class
of I 992, for their research in writing this.
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It

has eleven teachers and 360 pupils.

IRA ALLEN SCHOOL

This is a four-room building, of handsome design, built of red brick with
stone trimmings, and is so arranged that
when occasion demands it can be doubled in size, without changing the pre-

sent buiiding.

It

stands on

rooms is used for ungraded pupils. It
has one teacher and twenry scholars.
PARK AVENUE SCHOOLS

At present schools are held in wo rented houses on Park Avenue, in which
llo scholars are taught by three teachers, besides an evening school with

a large lot forty scholars

and one teacher.

The next duty will be to meet the demand of this portion of the city by the
erection of a large and modern building.
In all of the above schools, except
on the north side ofColchester Avenue, the High, Grammar and Ungraded, four
the Mary, grades are taught, viz.: the lowest gtamopposite the grounds
Fletcher Hospital. Its cost was $22,000. mar, the intermediate, the primary and
the kindergarten.
It has four teachers and 120 scholars.
SCHOOL STATISTICS
S. W. rHnven scf{ool
This School occupies the lot on the The number of school children between
west side of North Avenue, about two five and eighteen years in the City in
and a half miles north of the Battery, 1904 was 4,388. The number enrolled in
purchased Sept. 4, 1854. It is a two- the Public Schools was 2,818 and 1,500
room structure, built in 1894 at the cost in the Catholic Schools. The number of
of $8,500, and is very similar to the teachers is seventy-nine. The cost of
Ira Allen but with only one story. It is maintaining the Public Schools in 1904
of brick, and stands on the site of the was $65,287.00. The total valuation of
former schoolhouse. It has two teachers the twelve public school buildings is
$407,700.00.
and thirty-trro scholars.
purchased March 15, 1894, an adjoining
lot on the west having been secured
May 9, 1894, to admit of a futu¡e enlargement of the building. It is located

of

ARCHIBALD STREET SCHOOL

This new schoolhouse stands at the head
of El¡nwood Avenue, on the corner of
Archibald and Spring Streets, on land
purchased Feb. 13, l888, June 12, 1890,
and July 14, l9M. The first building on
this site was originally a Baptist French

Mission Chapel, dedicated Dec.

3,

1873. After its purchase by the City in
1888, it was fitted over for a school as
far as it could be, and so occupied until
1904, when the greatly-increased school
population in its vicinity demanded a

larger and more modern building. A
flrne eight-room brick building to accommodate 320 scholars has been com-

pleted on the old site, at the cost of
$35,000. It has now five teachers and
140 scholars.
MAIN STREET, I.JNGRADED

This building stands on a lot on the
northwest comer of Main and Union
Sheets, purchased Oct. 3 and 23,1860,
and April 29, 1869. When completed
in 1861, at the cost of $4,400, it was
considered a model for school buildings
and frequently refened to as such. At
the present time only one of its three

Old High -fchcol and College

Street.
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Apri,L 29, L815

JuLy 15, 1816
Septemlcer 1-816
December

14,

LB29

28,

7849

LB29

Decelr¡ber
1850
1871

1896
1899

May

2,

1900

1900

1900
1906
1909
1910
1912

1914
1915
1919
By 1920
1923

t927
L927

Early 1930's
1934
1936
1938
1939
1.944

t948
1952
L957

Early 1960's
L962
1962

Half acre 1ol purchased for $210 on NW corner of Wil-Iard & CoJ-3-ege
An early beacher was t'IiLLiam Arthur, father of Qhester Arthur.

Building completed. SchooL was calLed "Academy for Advanced Scholars".
Later became known as Burlington Academy.
Cl-asseg starbed. SchoöL was col-Lege preparatory for boys only and
tuítion was charged. City population was about 2000.
Academy became part of Burlington High School Corporation.

City school poputation was 674.
School building modified to hold 100 st'udents.
A separate private school" was started for girls.

School named Burlington Union High School.
SchooL,,renamed BurLington High School. City popul-ation was about 5000.
Tuition was eliminated, women altended. 46 week schooL year.
Because of increased ênroLJ-ment, the building was torn down and a new
building was built on the same site. The building was replaced by
apartmeñts in the early 1970's. The school bel-l from that school- is
now located near the entrance of BHS.
City student enrol-lment was 2353. Because of over-crowding, 100
out-of-town studenbs were denied admíssion.
George Edmunds sold 4.5 acre site ùo the ciùy for $15,000. Ttre site
incl-uded the Edmundsr homestead, which became the residence for the
BHS principal. $85,000 was allocated by the ciÙy to build Edmunds.
Building was designed by Vermcrnter l¡{aLter Wilcox, Later of national fame.
CLasses started one month before graduation.
Edmunds HS could accorwnodate 750 students. Corner rooms for 50 students
and six interior rooms for 25 students. Buildíng had a room for the
school- board, one for principal Isaac Thomas, and one for
superintendent H.O. Wheeter. School had L5 teachers plus music and
art instructors. School pubLished its firsü yearbook¡ the "Registerrt.
Ttrree sporùs for boys: football, baskett¡aLlr and basebal-l

First boy's track team.
Ciby Report criticism: "public schools do not touch life".
Commercial (Business) Department started.

First, boys' tennis team.
Cl-ass competition started in girJ-s' volleyball.
Class competition started in girls' basketball.
Orchestra started by Adrian Holmes.

Home Economics, lvoodshopr and Mechanical Drawíng added

to currículum.

First girJ-s' varsity basketball-.
Junior High School building constructed at, site of Edmunds homestead.
G¡rmnasium construcùed between high schooL and junior high school.
First

band.
Non coll-ege-bound students were a majoriby.
Cheerleaders lrere used in football and basketball- games.
Guidance Department was formed. First boys' sl<i team.
Merchandising class was started.
First Girls' sl<í team. Auto Mechanics class was started.
First, ldachine Shop course.
Driver's Training began.
Auditorium was constructed on S. Union St. ' adjacent to BHS.
Hunt, ,funior High School was constructed.
Rapíd increase in studenb enrollmenÈ, about 300 per year.
SBHS opened. BHS lost 200 students to SBHS, but, still- had 199 increase.
First girls' softbaLl team.
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t972

1925

153

1973

t974
1975

t976
1977
1978

t979

528
498
467
402
364
354

1980
1981

383

L57
L67

7982

360

r_983

3t4

161

24t

T9B4
1985
1986
L987

254
278
240
246

2t2

19BB

26t

23L
225
224
176
166
184
192
176
196
2L6

L989
1990

229

203
200

tB4
194
222

2L3
2L6
L97
225
264
227
248
268
235
263
249
378
392
395
455
395
477
474
474
387

1991

L992
1993
L994
1995
1996
L997
1998
1 999
2000
200L

312

200
L94
216
181

189
244
199
237
185
203

2r3
2t9

