
Dear Members of the Loomis Chaffee Community, 
  
At the October meeting of the Board, the Trustees of The Loomis Institute reached a consensus to 
rename Mason Hall. A little more than 18 months ago the Student Council presented the Board of 
Trustees with a petition that asked them to change the name of the dormitory. One of our original 
buildings, Mason Hall was built in 1914 and named by the Trustees of the time for John Mason, 
colonial Windsor resident and “hero of the Pequot War.” Surely it is no easy thing to change the 
name of a dormitory that has graced our campus since the very beginning, especially when that name 
also has a close association with one of our Founders, so we write to you today to explain our 
process and our thinking. 
  
As an immediate response to the Student Council petition, the Board asked the school to establish a 
committee of interested parties, including students and faculty, to explore the issue. That committee, 
chaired by history teacher and Keller Family Director of the Norton Family Center for the Common 
Good Eric LaForest, met last year and presented the Board with its research last May. The Trustees 
met with the committee and discussed the matter over several board meetings. We would like to 
thank that committee for their work. 
  
At the heart of the issue is John Mason’s role in the Mystic Massacre of 1637. That year Mason led a 
group of English militia and their Mohegan and Narragansett allies against a Pequot village on the 
Mystic River in southern Connecticut. Mason and his men attacked at sunrise and, when they 
encountered resistance, burned the village to the ground, killing between 400 and 700 people. Many 
of those killed were women and children. The attack was part of a larger conflict among the native 
peoples and the English and Dutch settlers for control of the Long Island Shore, including the 
lucrative inland fur trade. The Mystic Massacre, along with the subsequent defeat of the remaining 
Pequot force at Quinnipiac by the Mohegans later that summer, essentially signaled the end of 
Pequot control of Connecticut and paved the way for English settlement of the region. As a result 
of his leadership in the attack, Mason became a hero among the English settlers and remained so 
through the nineteenth century when the parents of our Founders named their youngest child, John 
Mason Loomis. 
  
There are certainly many arguments to keep the name of Mason. As Trustees we discussed the 
slippery slope of renaming buildings, the useful lesson in our state’s history provided so visibly by 
the name and the plaque mounted by the building’s front door, and the idea that by renaming the 
dormitory we were giving in to “political correctness.” We noted that John Mason was an 
upstanding citizen of Windsor, much admired for his many accomplishments. We also worried 
about overturning a decision made by early Trustees of the school to honor a local hero, and 
questioned whether we were rewriting history. Finally, we considered the many generations of 
alumni who positively identify with Mason Hall as their home away from home while they were at 
the school.  
  
Ultimately we came to a consensus that the arguments for change were more compelling than those 
for the status quo. Historians today agree that while the raid took place within a wider conflict 
marked by depredations on all sides, Mason exhorted his men to burn down the village and to show 
no mercy for its inhabitants, leading to the loss of hundreds of lives. After the massacre the English 
sold the surviving Pequots into slavery and proclaimed that no group should ever be called “Pequot” 
again. Even Mason’s Mohegan and Narragansett allies were appalled at the violence displayed by his 



men and lived in constant fear of the English until they, too, were nearly eradicated during King 
Philip’s War in the 1670s.  
  
Today, many members of the Loomis community find the Mason name out of keeping with our 
values as a school and, in particular, with our desire to be a welcoming community for all students 
from all backgrounds. It was this discomfort that weighed most heavily on the Trustees. Our 
Founders were progressive for their time. They opened a school that would be tuition free for 
students from all backgrounds—boys and girls, from Windsor, Connecticut, the United States, and 
even the world—and stipulated that there be no religious or political test for entry or faculty 
employment. Our first headmaster Nathaniel Batchelder wanted a school where it would be easy to 
be good and to be kind. John Mason’s actions in Mystic, as seen today, do not represent these 
values.  
  
In our final discussion of the renaming, one Trustee quoted the inscription by Thomas Jefferson on 
the Jefferson Memorial: 
  

 [L]aws and institutions must go hand in hand with the progress of the human mind. 
As that becomes more developed, more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, 
new truths disclosed, and manners and opinions change with the change of 
circumstances, institutions must advance also, and keep pace with the times. We 
might as well require a man to wear still the coat which fitted him when a boy, as 
civilized society to remain ever under the regimen of their barbarous ancestors. 
  

While Jefferson’s sentiment eloquently captures the argument for change, it is ironic that his writing 
would be used in this particular discussion. Perhaps some of our unease with name changing is the 
issue of the slippery slope—that we might also need to repudiate slave-holding Founding Fathers 
like Thomas Jefferson or George Washington. These discussions are difficult and nuanced and 
require hard conversations about values and standards. We cannot avoid these conversations; silence 
in the face of the questions raised is simply not an option. Rather, as educators we must embrace the 
debate using our values as a school as a beacon to guide us. We know that our students have learned 
from this discussion, and generations of Loomis students will continue to do so. While we will 
change the name of the dormitory, we will preserve the plaque dedicating the building to John 
Mason and in this way continue to generate discussion about his actions and our shared history.  
  
We now need to turn our attention to the question of what name should replace Mason’s. We will 
make a final decision on the name at the May meeting of the Board of Trustees. By its very nature, 
the decision to change the name of Mason Hall is a difficult one. People feel strongly on 
both sides, and reasonable people can disagree on the best way to approach the question of naming 
or renaming. The Trustees have spent a considerable amount of time listening to the various 
arguments and debating their many merits. In the end, we took the action that we thought best 
reflected our desire to be an open and welcoming community for students, faculty, and staff from all 
backgrounds. 
  
  
Sheila Culbert                                      Chris Norton 
Head of School                                    Chair of the Board of Trustees 

 


