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Melvin Hathaway Hapgood (1859 -1899) 
The Architect Who Designed the Simsbury Free Library Building 
A seventh generation descendant of Shadrach Hapgood who arrived in Massachusetts from 
England in 1656 at the age of fourteen, Melvin Hathaway Hapgood and his architectural firm designed 
several significant Simsbury buildings.' Hapgood was born February 11, 1859, in a log cabin in the 
pioneer settlement of Minneapolis, Minnesota, where his parents had bought a forty-acre claim shortly 
after their marriage. They established a farm and eventually erected a more permanent house; but the 
Indian problem, culminating in the Sioux massacre of August 1862, convinced them to return east. 
The family settled in Charlestown, Massachusetts, in 1866 after Hapgood's father found a 
permanent position as a machinist in Boston. Hapgood attended Prescott Grammar School and 
Charlestown High School, where he demonstrated an aptitude for drawing and design' During his last 
three years of high school he spent his afternoons and evenings studying at the Massachusetts Normal 
Art School and the Lowell Institute Drawing SchooL After graduation from high school in 1877, he 
became a student in the Boston architectural office of William Gibbons Preston and continued evening 
classes at the art schooL He also took classes in industrial drawing at the Appleton Street School, 
attended architectural lectures at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and taught drawing at the 
Bird School in South Boston. 
In 1880 he spent a year abroad studying European architecture, specializing in interior 
decoration? On his return he went back to Preston's office, which was then handling such projects as 
the Mason Building at Liberty Square and the William Read house at Hull, Massachusetts. 
Hapgood came to Hartford, Connecticut, in 1882 to work for the prominent architect and 
builder John C. Mead, whose office was at 141 Trumbull Street." Material in one of Hapgood's 
personal scrapbooks shows that while he worked for Mead he designed many stained glass windows, 
including thirty for the Hartford County Courthouse. He also designed the interior of the library in the 
Ebenezer Roberts house (now called the Isham-Terry house) and the music room in the Charles Dudley 
Warner house at Nook Farm. He assisted Mead with designing the Connecticut Fire Insurance 
Company's office building." 
Hapgood left Mead's firm in 1884 and went into business for himself at 234 Asylum Street. It 
was at this juncture that he received the commission to design the Simsbury Free Library. In fact, the 
library may have been his first independent commission of importance. A portrait photograph in his 
scrapbook shows that at twenty-seven he was a slim, clear-eyed, short-haired bachelor with a neat 
mustache. A friend once wrote of him, "Probably the first impression from his personality was that of 
physical exuberance. He was indefatigable, quick, eager, impetuous, with a kind of elemental or even 
untamed vigor.:" 

