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ED I TO R ’ S L E T T ER

C’mon man!
As much as we’d like to think that we are
going to come out of the building funk
we are in, the reality of that statement is
profound as it hits everyone right between
the eyes. Until our elected officials, and that
means all of them, can come to grips with
the fact that we cannot continue to drive
down the same old road, hitting all the
same old potholes and keeping our heads
in the sand about the pure facts, we are all
going to reach the same end—failure. Wow.
What a word to come out of my mouth.
Lenders in the boom times of
yesteryear were quick to loan money
completely based on paper equity and the
quest for the almighty dollar. They were
brutally quick to close their minds on
doing the right thing.
Now, until there is a genuine dialogue
about what this country needs to succeed,
we are going to fail. There are too many
talking heads doing this and doing that
instead of doing what is right. Put people
back to work. Stop sending work overseas.
We are the United States of America, the
richest, proudest nation in the world and it
all won’t matter unless we get our heads out
of our collective rear ends and take care of
ourselves. Let’s feed the hungry, and house
the homeless here in the country that has it
all instead of making sure somebody else in
the world gets it first.
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We spend billions of dollars a year on
foreign oil; yet when a report came out last
week that North Dakota, that flat, forlorn,
windy farmland country, has the biggest
oil find in the world, and is begging to
be opened up for exploration, the elected
officials and the powers that be freeze in
their tracks because they might lose votes
and offend the environmentalists. The
Bakken field, as it is known, is bigger in
estimated barrels of oil than the Prudoe
Bay find in the Alaska tundra. But can we
as a country get it out and in the supply
line? No. Not until someone does the right
thing and starts the process.
To be able to take care of ourselves
internally is how we as a country have
always succeeded. Earth first conscious
folks have to pull back and pick their
battles and issues. We have to do some
things that will put people back to work
and not react to hard decisions.
I believe what we need to do as a
country, all of us, is to get back to what the
founding fathers wanted. The forefathers
protected property rights the most. As
Thomas Jefferson wrote, “If the American
people ever allow private banks to control
the issue of currency, first by inflation, then
by deflation, the banks and corporations
that will grow up around them will deprive
the people of all property until their

children wake up homeless on the continent
their fathers conquered.”
We need our country to be where
everyone, elected officials included, are
receiving the same Social Security and
health benefits that apply to average
middle class America. After just one term
in office they receive full retirement and
their health care is top of the line. Let’s
put them on the average American health
plan with Medicare and Social Security
and see how long that lasts before
changes for the better for us all are made.
Occupy this and occupy that. The
folks that have started this movement,
(I’ll call it a movement for lack of a better
word), are really barking up the wrong
tree for my money. Organize, meet,
figure out a plan, but don’t ruin parks
and interrupt business for the sake of
having a place to do nothing but bother
people that are trying to work and be
productive. I feel their pain, but get out
and vote and that will make a bigger
statement than any protest.
The way back to prosperity is hard work
and jobs. Mr. President and all politicians:
Go to work and help us take back our dignity
and pride. It’s on you. What happened before
you were elected is long gone. Take charge
and lead. C’mon man.

Richard Muldoon
editor@bnmag.com
The opinions expressed are not necessarily
those of BUILDERNews Magazine.
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historic renovation of the

OLD SALEM JAIL
From Ghoulish to Glorious in Just Over a Year
JAMES ASKEW
On a crisp, Sunday morning in March
2010, a long line of visitors gathered
outside the latest development project
of Boston-based developer New Boston
Ventures. It was the project’s first open
house, and the mood that day was
electric. Organizers had scheduled the
event to start at 10:00 a.m., and yet long
before the doors had opened, the line
had swollen to well over 100 feet long
and two to three people thick. It was as
16 :: BUILDERnews | November 11
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if those waiting were “queuing up to see
a prestigious show,” wrote one attendee
at the event. And the line kept growing.
Over the next few hours, an estimated
3,000 people toured the project, nearly all
of whom, oddly enough, had no interest
in renting one of the 23 available units.
The project, the adaptive reuse and
historic restoration of the Old Salem Jail
in Salem, Massachusetts, had captured
the imagination of nearly everyone in and

around the city. Built in 1813 and added
onto in 1884, the jail had been in continuous
operation for 175 years, making it the oldest
in the country. Its main building, the jail
house, is an imposing granite and brick
building, four stories tall with two spire-like
cupolas rising 20 feet or so above the ridge.
A second building, the jail-keeper’s house,
is a long, slender, four-story brick building
that stands in front of, and perpendicular
to the jail house, forming the second side
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of an L-shaped courtyard. The jail’s third
and final building, the carriage house, is a
small, barn-like structure adjacent to the
jail-keeper’s house, on the southeast corner
of the property.
The jail had once been an economic
boon for the city of Salem. But in 1991,
a federal judge declared it uninhabitable
and consequently shut it down. The
prison’s chain-link fence and razor wire
remained in place, but still vandals
broke in, smashed windows and painted
graffiti on the walls. And in 1999, a fire
gutted the jail-keeper’s house, destroying
a wood addition and leaving much of
the exterior brick blackened with soot.
To ghost hunters and thrill seekers, the
prison’s slow moldering into ruin only
increased its appeal—the property made
all the more haunting by the historic
Howard Street Cemetery that borders it
to the rear. The city of Salem, of course,
didn’t share this affection. The prison
had become a blight on the community.
The buildings, added to the National and
State Register of Historic Places in 1976,
couldn’t be demolished, and yet repeated
attempts to attract a developer failed to
take hold. When, in 2000, Salem bought
the property from the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts for a whopping $1.00, then
Mayor Stanley Usovicz reportedly joked,
“I think I paid too much.”
The city again issued an RFP for
the jail’s redevelopment in early 2006,
and that is when Finegold Alexander
+ Associates (FA+A) and New Boston
Ventures got involved. Jim Alexander, the
project’s lead architect and a principle
with FA+A, is a bit of an adaptive-reuse
celebrity in the area, and the two firms
worked together often. “Several of our
architects live in Salem,” Alexander
explains, “and so we saw the notice early
on and brought it to the developer.” The
site itself is a prime piece of real estate:
1.04 acres, just blocks from downtown,
the train station and the water, and only
45 minutes from Boston. The team’s
plan was to convert the buildings into
high-end condominiums, along with a
4,000-square-foot restaurant (now the
Great Escape Restaurant) on the ground
floor of the 1884 addition.
The preliminary bid-work and city
approval process then took the next two
years to complete. There were no plans to
draw from, so in December 2006, Alexander
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and his associates entered the buildings to
take measurements. The fire had mostly
destroyed the jail-keeper’s house, leaving
only the shell and remnants of the floor
structure, spiral staircases and wooden
mantel pieces that once defined its interior.
The coach house, built of timber frame and
wood siding, had rotted through and would
be torn down and replicated. But the jail
house itself was altogether different. Four
floors of masonry and steel cell blocks filled

the building’s central cavity, from basement
to roofline, with catwalks and cast-iron
staircases that led from one floor to the
next. Massive slate and granite slabs made
up the floors. Large flecks of lead paint
peeled from the ceilings and walls. The
place was a horror story and would have to
be gutted completely.
New Boston Ventures agreed to buy
the property for $100,000, and the project
continued to progress until 2008 and the
BNmag.com :: 17
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crash of the U.S. housing market. The
market for condos had withered almost
overnight, and New Boston now faced
a finance market that had dried to a
trickle. Again, FA+A presented a solution.
“After the market crashed,” Alexander
explains, “it was decided that the original
scheme was not going to work.” The
solution: reconfigure the project to make
it eligible for federal and state incentives.
Alexander calls these projects “Tax-Act”
projects, referring to the Federal Historic
Preservation Tax Incentive Program
administered by the National Park
Service. The program provides a 20%-ofcost tax rebate on historic restorations.
Massachusetts has a similar program, the
Massachusetts Historic Rehabilitation
Tax Credit, administered by the
Massachusetts Historic Commission,
which also provided a 20% tax incentive.
All told, New Boston was able to reduce
its estimated cost of roughly $10 million
by a game-saving 40%, or $3.9 million.
“Of course, in exchange for that,”
notes Alexander, “we had to do certain
things in the preservation of the
buildings, [and] we had to negotiate that
with the National Park Service. If you are
just working on a historic building, [there
are] certain local historic guidelines, and
you can’t tear it down. But a lot of times
there aren’t a lot of other rules. There
aren’t the same kind of requirements you
have when you are getting tax credits and
using federal money.”
One of the key changes New Boston
had to agree to was to convert the project
from condos into apartments and to
maintain the property as rental units
for at least five years. In addition, FA+A
eliminated plans for balconies and raised
terraces that would have obscured the
buildings’ facades. The Park Service also
required, among other things, that more of
the building’s historical fabric be retained
and that a display of its history be available
to the public. To this end, workers stripped
18 :: BUILDERnews | November 11
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and restored one of the ornate cast iron
staircases on the east end of the building
and left intact (and open to the public) two
of the original cells [pictured above]. New
Boston also chose, as an added touch, to
bolt an original cell door next to each of
the apartment entrances. “It gives people
something to talk about,” Alexander says.
Work on the project began in May 2009,
with Boston-based Metric Construction
serving as the general contractor. Bob
Puracchio, the project executive with
Metric, recalls the complexity of gutting
the old jail. Crews first spent nearly a
month cleaning the interior of lead paint,
scrubbing and scraping by hand to protect
the brick and mortar and removing an
estimated 30 drums of chips. Then came
the dismantling of the cells. The cell block
masonry supported the roof framing,
and so before the cells could be removed,
workers had to cut through the roof,
insert steel beams across the building and
construct massive trusses up inside the jail’s
attic. Once completed, workers could then
dismantle the cell blocks, brick by brick,
down through the center of the building.
“At one point,” Puracchio recalls, “we
had totally gutted it out and had only this
big cavernous expanse of nothing but the
exterior granite walls.”
Another “magic of restoration” detail
for Puracchio was the re-creation of the
historic chimneys on the jail-keeper’s house.
The interior renovation of the building
had removed the interior substructure
of the chimneys, and the challenge was
to support the new, replicated chimneys
without this foundation. Rather than build
massive supports in the attic, Puracchio
explains, the engineers instead chose to fake
it in. From the outside, the chimneys look
authentic, but are actually only hollow shells,
constructed of plywood and encased in a
half-inch thick brick veneer. “When you do
this a lot, as we do,” Puracchio says, “you
come up with fairly crafty ways of making
things look authentic.”

EXTERIOR VIEW OF THE SALEM JAIL PRE-RENOVATION,
INTERIOR VIEW DURING RENOVATION AND A LOOK AT
THE ORIGINAL CELLS, WHICH ARE OPEN TO THE PUBLIC.
IMAGES COURTESY OF METRIC CONSTRUCTION,
FINEGOLD ALEXANDER + ASSOCIATES AND NEIL
ALEXANDER/NEILPHOTO.COM

All told, the jail’s renovation includes
23 units. Apartments in the jail house range
from a 551-square-foot one-bedroom up to
a 2,621-square-foot penthouse. There are
now three, 1,700-square-foot townhouses
in the jail-keeper’s house and a detached,
two-bedroom home in the re-built carriage
house. “The idea was to provide as many
options of housing as we could to just cover
the market,” Alexander says.
New Boston Ventures and Finegold
Alexander are also currently working
through plans for a fourth building that
will measure 21,000 square-feet (including
underground parking), add 13 new units
and close off the third side of the central
courtyard. The success of the project, notes
Alexander, has been remarkably impressive.
The community is thrilled. A blight is
removed. And back in March 2010, after
that first open house, it took less than a
week to fill nearly all of the available units.
“I’ve got to give Metric a lot of
credit,” Alexander says. “They did a
terrific job.”
JAMES ASKEW is a
former carpenter and
construction manager
turned journalist. His
accomplishments
as a builder can be
seen, standing strong,
throughout Vermont.
And his literary work
appears regularly in a
variety of publications. www.jpaskew.com
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