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For more than three 
decades, woodcarver 
John Gregory Wiggins 
preserved the history 
of St. Paul’s School. 
After a 20-year gap, 
his legacy continues.

by Jana F. Brown

Carving 
History
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world events significant in the graduating years of each 
SPS form. Wiggins dutifully carved plaques from 1921  
to 1953 – 145 in all (including two for some forms) – 
documenting the symbolism of each carving in Alumni 
Horae as he completed them. Upon his death in Novem- 
ber 1956, the New York Times called him “a leading  
ecclesiastical woodcarver.” His work for St. Paul’s 
spanned Wiggins’s entire carving career.
 In introducing the panels for the first time, the No- 
vember 30, 1922, Horae Scholasticae explained the need 
for designs to accompany the carved names on the walls 
of the Upper. 
 “For some time there was difficulty in deciding how 
the numeral of the year of each Form should be man-
aged, and many plans were suggested,” the article 
explained, providing a key to the first 11 panels (1911-
21). “Finally, about two years ago, a happy inspiration 
brought about the entrusting of the commission for the 
work to Mr. J. Gregory Wiggins….Mr. Wiggins has made 
it a labour of love, and accepting the task with real plea-
sure and interest, ransacked all the books he could get 
on the history of the School….As may be supposed, the 
task of selecting incidents sufficiently significant, and 
at the same time suitable for carving, has been anything 
but easy, so that the achievement is more remarkable. 
None who knows the irrepressible gift of humour of Mr. 
Wiggins can fail to find pleasure, too, in the whimsical 
touches of several of the bits.”
 The description of the carving for the Form of 1928 
provides an example of the playfulness in Wiggins’s 
work. The Spring 1932 Alumni Horae described it this 
way: “The charging bull calls to mind that two members 
of the faculty, both men of dignity and presence, were 
chased by such an animal about this time. One took 
refuge in a tree. The other, during his escape, noticed the 
only prothonotary warbler ever seen in New Hampshire. 
The warbler is indicated on a lower branch.” 
 “What makes his carvings so special,” said SPS archive 
assistant Lisa Laughy, who lists the 1928 creation among 
her favorite Wiggins plaques, “is that he started with the 
very practical need of assigning form dates to the name 
plaques and infused them with his creative style and 
humor – and in doing so he invented a unique timeline 
of visual history of the School that has a special appeal 
to the students themselves.”
 There have been other carvers in the interim, most 
notably Charles Greenough “Chippy” Chase ’26 (1954-
69), but it is Wiggins’s whimsical spirit and sense of 

 en days before Christmas 1921, woodcarver John  
 Gregory Wiggins sent a letter to his friend, Fourth 
 Rector Samuel Smith Drury, along with a gift.
 “I am sending you a roughly made sort of toy for your 
offspring,” wrote Wiggins, an SPS master from 1912 to 
1916 who was known as “Greg” to his friends. “I hope 
that they won’t be too old to enjoy playing with it, and 
trust they can do so in common. You had better open  
the box (which comes by express) a little before Xmas  
so that you can set up the castle for them.”
  Wiggins went on to explain that he had carved the 
wooden structure with “knights and men at arms” in 
pieces so the Drury boys could reconfigure the play set 
“at will.” The gesture was a kind one that indicated both 
the talent and playfulness of Wiggins, who had recently 
been enlisted by Dr. Drury to spearhead a more formal 
carving project for the School. 
 For years, the two men exchanged letters, and Dr. Drury 
sent Wiggins an annual gift of cigars, which arrived on 
the carver’s doorstep each Christmas. 
 Wiggins occasionally recommended friends for jobs at 
St. Paul’s. In a December 8, 1922, exchange, Wiggins put 
in a good word for a friend named Clarence, comment-
ing, “Now please don’t say to yourself: ‘Why can’t Greg 
mind his own business and saw wood!’” Other letters 
questioned the proper wood stain for the form panels 
that hang in the Upper, and whether any of them should 
incorporate color. 
 All St. Paul’s alumni are familiar with those carved 
wooden plaques above the names of their fellow gradu-
ates etched into the walls of Coit. This visual history of 
the School dates back to 1858, the year St. Paul’s first 
graduated students. What may be lesser known is how 
these numbered plaques came to be. It wasn’t until the 
early 1920s that the idea began to percolate. Dr. Drury 
was known for his love of the arts, and Wiggins was a 
family friend and Drury’s student at Pomfret School, 
from which Wiggins graduated in 1908.   
 Though initially a teacher by trade, Wiggins trans-
formed a youthful hobby of whittling into a career as a 
woodcarver, beginning in 1920. In 1932, Wiggins wrote  
an update to his Harvard Class of 1912 that indicated,  
“I am pretty sure that I am the only professional wood-
carver in our class. From a pecuniary view point I advise 
you all to leave me alone in my glory.”
 The dozens of letters exchanged between Wiggins 
and Dr. Drury tell a story of the former Rector’s desire 
not only to document School history, but also to record 
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humor that have informed the carvings since his pass-
ing. While the project continued with two other carvers 
through the 1970s and 80s – John Weidman (1970-78) 
and David Nugent (1979-90) – there has been a notice-
able gap in the form carvings for the past 20 years. That 
changed in the spring of 2010 when Laughy, who moon-
lights as a woodcarver, was the recipient of the Form 
of 1973 Mentor Fellowship, which funds professional 
development opportunities for faculty and staff.
 “My proposal is to work with selected students from 
the Form of 2011 to research the 
design concept for the decora-
tive center plaque that is placed 
above the name plaques for each 
graduating form,” Laughy wrote. 
“Using resources in the SPS 
archives, I would introduce the 
students to the tradition of the 
form plaques and how specific 
aspects of the School’s history 
have been represented in the 
past. Using Ohrstrom Library 
resources and my own experi-
ence as an artist, I would help 
guide the students in choosing 
the symbols to best represent 
their form year.”
 To begin her work, Laughy 
consulted several members 
of the Form of 2011, including 
the four Sixth Form officers. 
She conducted research in the 
Library, studying the designs 
of Wiggins to ensure consistency in her own work. She 
developed a process for creating a plaque, using the 
previous carvers’ designs to forge a template in the  
form of a shield, creating sketches on paper, and trans-
ferring her pencil-drawn ideas to a roughly 11’ x 11’ slab 
of soft-grained basswood. 
 The result is a Form of 2011 plaque that includes events 
significant to the class in its final year at St. Paul’s: a closed 
book, recalling the School’s rural record that was kept 
into the 20th century, inscribed with the initials “WRM” 
to indicate the retirement of Rector Bill Matthews ’61; 
the triangle Delphian emblem with laurel wreath and the 
central motif of the club cup to celebrate the Delphian 
victory in the club cup revival – a defining project of the 
2011 student officers; a football inscribed with the 6-2 

record of the SPS varsity squad; a map of Japan with  
circles radiating from the epicenter of the January  
2011 earthquake and tsunami; rowers making their  
way along the Thames at Henley; and a shield featuring 
an element of the coat-of-arms from the Henley-on-
Thames Town Hall.
 As an example of Laughy’s consistency with her 
predecessors’ designs, one of the two plaques created for 
the Form of 1948 also depicts a triangle and a wreath to 
symbolize the Delphian supremacy in hockey, track, and 

baseball in the 1948 club 
competition. That panel also 
includes crossed hockey 
sticks to indicate, accord-
ing to Form Director Oliver 
Gayley ’48 “probably one 
of the greatest SPS teams 
of all time, defeating the 
freshmen teams of Har-
vard, Yale, and Princeton, 
not to mention Andover 
and Exeter.” The sticks, said 
Gayley, “perfectly convey 
how important this was to 
us then, and even now.”
 “The 1948 plaques 
indeed do a good job of 
portraying what items were 
of importance to us at that 
time,” added Gayley, whose 
form plaque was among 
those carved by Wiggins, 
“and they still successfully 

characterize our class 63 years later.”
 “I just wanted the plaque to depict the things that I 
would love our year to be remembered for,” added Ellie 
Duke ’11, who served as Student Council vice president 
for 2010-11. “Those are things I’ll definitely never forget 
– the football team’s winning season, the Delphian win, 
and the earthquake and tsunami in Japan that led to ac-
tion on the part of the students.”
 The School and world themes chosen by the Form of  
2011 represent what the form plaques have symbolized  
through the years. Wiggins plaques have depicted mon- 
umental moments in history, including the outbreak of  
the Civil War (1861), the Emancipation Proclamation (1862), 
the collapse of American business (1932), the attack on  
Pearl Harbor (1942), alumni World War I casualties 

“The 1948 plaques  
indeed do a good  
job of portraying  

what items were of  
importance to us at 
that time, and they  

still successfully  
characterize our  

class 63 years later.”
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(1912-18), the deaths of 40 alumni in World War II (1945), 
and the election of Harry Truman (1949). School events 
carved by Wiggins include the founding of the Mission-
ary Society and the Horae Scholasticae (1860); the open- 
ing of the SPS orphanage (1866); construction of the old 
Upper (1870), Sheldon Library (1901), and Payson Science 
Center (1952); the first recorded boat race at the School 
(1859); the first boat race between the Halcyons and 
Shattucks (1871); the debut of Alumni Horae (1921); the 
election of John G. Winant (Form of 1908) as governor of 
New Hampshire (1933); the birth of the Pelican (1946); 
and the graduation of the first Japanese student, Minoru 
“Ben” Makihara ’50 (1950).
 “What was important was doing something that people 
could interpret for each other on their own terms,” Brook- 
line, N.H., artist John Weidman, the School’s woodcarver 
in the 1970s, told Alumni Horae last month. “To me, time 
is a place we can go back to; our past is who we are. It is 
a nice feeling to give people a moment to go back to.”
 Other plaques by Wiggins and Charles Chase capture 
athletic, arts, construction, retirement, and death mile- 
stones from the founding of the School to its 113th year. 
Among the events depicted in Chase’s carvings are the 
inaugural Advanced Studies Program (1958); the open- 
ing of the Moore Mathematics Building (1959); the 100th 
anniversary of the Horae Scholasticae (1960); the fiery 
destruction of the Big Study (1961); the 75th anniversary 
of the Chapel of St. Peter and St. Paul (1963); the publi- 
cation of a book on Samuel Drury by his son, Roger ’32 
(1964); the death of Sixth Rector Henry Kittredge (1967); 
and the death of Martin Luther King Jr. (1968).   
 While Wiggins was best known for his work in the 
chapel at Hartford’s Trinity College, Chase was known 
for his exquisite bird carvings, of which he produced 
roughly six a year. 
 The work of Wiggins permeates the campus, most 
notably in the Chapel of St. Peter and St. Paul, where he 
carved Biblical scenes into the bench ends of the stall 
that holds Daniel Chester French’s War Memorial. More 
subtle reminders of Wiggins are all over the Chapel – a 
pelican carved into the Rector’s stall (see pg. 18), figures 
etched into the wood finials in the Choir Room. Though 
not as a carving project, Wiggins also designed the logos 
for the three SPS athletic clubs, and, in one letter, Dr. 
Drury asked him to send the artwork so the School could 

The carvers of St. Paul’s School:
John Gregory Wiggins (1921 -  53)
Charles Greenough “Chippy” Chase ’26 (1954 - 69)
John M. Weidman (1970 - 78) 
David Nugent (1979 - 90)
Lisa A. Laughy (2010 - present)

fashion banners. Today, those original banners are on 
display in the Blass Club House.
 While channeling the spirit of Wiggins (“Everything I 
know about form plaques, I know from Greg Wiggins”), 
Laughy intends to create a plaque as each form gradu-
ates, supplementing her annual work with a re-creation 
of carved School history from 1991 to 2010. She already 
has begun designs for the Forms of 1996, 2001, and 2006. 
The Form of 1996 plaque includes a theme similar to that 
of 2011 – a closed book to show the end of the David Hicks 
era as Rector. An owl surrounded by a pen, paintbrush, 
and pencil represents the introduction of the compre-
hensive humanities program, an @ symbol indicates the 
arrival of e-mail on campus, and a female symbol with 
the Roman numerals XXV inside commemorates the 
25th anniversary of co-education at St. Paul’s.
 “I think the carving does a great job,” said Form Direc- 
tor Max Lamont ’96. “It’s difficult to encapsulate four years 
at a school in a couple of images, but the Hicks nod was 
appropriately done, and the owl is a good reminder of 
the academic changes we experienced during our time 
here. When Lisa called and asked for my help, I didn’t 
need any reminder of what the plaques were. Students 
walk by them three times a day. It is an important tradi- 
tion that needs to be kept strong.”
 Wiggins was proud of his work, which remains known 
and respected among St. Paul’s community members. In 
a particularly telling moment more than eight decades 
ago, the carver wrote in a February 16, 1928, letter to Dr. 
Drury that 12 complete panels were on their way, noting 
with his typical humor, “I think they are pretty good, said 
he modestly.”

 Artwork courtesy of Ohrstrom Library Archives.

A Wiggins sketch, circa 1922

Laughy’s designs for 2011  
(l.) and 1996 (below)
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 The form plaque project was initiated by Fourth Rector Samuel Smith 

Drury in 1920 to fill a practical need. As the number of panels depicting the 

names of SPS graduates increased in the Upper, the School was looking for  

a way to signify the form years to which the names belonged. The Novem-

ber 30, 1922, issue of Horae Scholasticae introduced the first 11 plaques 

(1911-21) in this way:For some time there was difficulty in deciding how the numeral of the 

year of each Form should be managed, and many plans were suggested. 

Finally, about two years ago, a happy inspiration brought about the 

entrusting of the commission for the work to Mr. J. Gregory Wiggins, a 

master here from 1912 to 1916.Wiggins is quoted in the article as well: 
The primary object of these panels is to designate the Forms whose names 

are carved in the panels below. The carving around the numerals is of dis-

tinctly minor importance and its purpose is to frame the Form numbers, 

and eventually to form a band of color and carving running around the 

entire length of the wainscoting. Some form years are represented by two plaques, depending on the num-

ber of name panels carved for that year. 

 When Chippy Chase took over from Wiggins, the designation of the form 

year became less prominent, and often was left out of the designs. That trend 

continued on the plaques located in the Cloister and the Lowest. Beginning 

with the Form of 1979 panel in the Lower, the date was created separately 

from the carving of the themed center plaque. This continues today, as evi- 

denced by Lisa Laughy’s Form of 2011 plaque, which does not incorporate 

the form year into its central design.

Form Plaques  in Brief

Laughy’s designs for 2011  
(l.) and 1996 (below)
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