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1. If funds are limited, how would you prioritize the three different historic buildings? 

Would you work on just one building or limit the scope of work on all three buildings? 

 

Prioritizing is difficult. We can’t do it just by assessing the urgency of the maintenance issues. If 

the question is, “which building is in the worst condition,” the answer would be the garden tool 

shed, which doesn’t merit a penny. To prioritize intelligently, we have to take into consideration 

at least three issues: 

• The building’s historical importance in its own right 

• The building’s usefulness in making other institutional goals achievable. 

• The building’s current condition and the value of these particular repairs 

 

Historical importance: 

Historical importance really depends on what the people and the city of Northampton value – 

and which people, and when. Values go in and out of fashion from one generation to the next, 

even values about history, and the actions based on them can have big consequences. I am told 

that in the early 1970s, Northampton came close to demolishing the historic downtown in favor 

of a mall at the intersection of Pleasant and Conz Streets. What would this town be today if that 

value had prevailed? 

 

So historical importance is complex. But since Historic Northampton exists to serve the people 

of this town, let’s assume that the opinion of the person on the street is our best guide and take a 

poll, starting with the committee. If you can’t save all three buildings under discussion, which 

one would you personally choose to let go? Sophie’s Choice: 

1. Damon - 1813 building built by major local architect Isaac Damon 

2. Parsons - probably the oldest building standing in Northampton (1719 with later 

additions) 

3. Barn – the building best able to reflect Northampton’s agricultural heritage and possibly 

built as early as 1785 

I’m guessing that in terms of historical importance, people today might vote for Parsons House 

and the Barn and be willing to let Damon House go. People are deeply interested in 

Northampton’s agricultural heritage. Besides, it’s possible that the barn was originally part of the 

Parsons farm, so they seem to belong together, whereas few people remember or care why Isaac 

Damon was important and anyway you don’t need his house to find out about that. So from this 

point of view, Damon can go and we should focus on Parsons and the Barn. 

 



Usefulness 

However, regarding usefulness, Damon House would win hands down because it houses both 

our offices and the galleries where we have exhibits and hold most of our programs. Damon is 

also the most useful building in terms of collection storage. Therefore, if we value collections 

(not a foregone conclusion but one I will not argue here), then we have to fix the Damon roof.  

 

The second most useful building is Parsons House. It has the most interesting architecture, is 

attractive to visitors and has a newly cleaned basement where we will soon be able to store 

collections, thanks to the first CPA grant.  

 

From the point of view of usefulness, it is the barn that doesn’t make the cut. The Barn is not 

heated and cannot be used to store textiles, paper or furniture. A large part of the agricultural 

collections now in the barn could go to the Shepherd basement (now usable thanks to the last 

CPA grant) and we could let the barn itself fall down.  

 

But couldn’t we move the collections to Parsons House and keep the barn? Yes, but Parsons 

would be stuffed to the ceiling in every room and could not be open to the public for any purpose. 

It also has no room large enough for public programs, and the barn would be usable only for 

smaller programs in the summer, so we would lose most of our public outreach, since our 

institutional budget will not allow us to rent space for programs. 

 

Current condition and the value of these interventions:  

Almost all the interventions proposed in this grant application have to do with structural stability 

and keeping water out of the buildings. These are logical, responsible priorities, not frills. But 

let’s go house by house and job by job and assess which ones can wait, and at what cost: 

 

Parsons House 

• Replacing the knob and tube wiring: This is a serious fire hazard. The contractor is very 

worried about the state of the wiring and it will be the first thing we fix if you give us any 

funding at all. This is in part because a person lives in this building and in part to protect 

the investment you have already made in it with the last grant, not to mention avoiding 

the loss of Northampton’s oldest building in an entirely preventable fire. 

• Fixing sills and posts on the northeast ell: The odds are that the ell won’t fall down this 

year, but we would have said the same thing about the back of the main house last year, 

and when we opened up the roof we were shocked at the degree of displacement. It is 

hard to know the full extent of a structural problem until you take off the exterior 

sheathing and look at it. Like most structural problems, this one is due to water. Indeed, 

the entire area has been a major source of water in the basement. The wetness at ground 

level pretty much ensures that we have termites in the beams, and they won’t stop eating 

just because funding is unavailable. The generally damp conditions in the basement 



proper have produced mold, and the mold has encouraged an infestation of camel crickets. 

Mice eat camel crickets, so the insects are presumably encouraging the mice. Mice and 

insects are not desirable curators for museum collections. But we will need to bring 

collection items into the house when we open it in the summer of 2016. So if Parsons is 

our most important building as a building, we should probably fix this. 

 

• Replacing damaged windows and east portico: Here is something that can unequivocally 

wait. We can board up the windows with foamboard and plywood as we did all last year 

with the Damon House windows, and prop up the little porch roof with two-by-fours. 

However this doesn’t create much savings relative to the whole project. 

 

Damon House 

• Roof: Our choices are between doing all the roof, none of the roof and some of the roof. 

Doing none of the roof is irresponsible and will only create unnecessary expense down 

the road unless we’re giving up on the house and its contents altogether. In the last few 

years, we have already done “some of the roof”—two smaller sections and the chimney 

flashing. Is patching a few square yards every year sensible? Or is it time to do it all? 

• Resetting front step and brick veranda:  Fixing these issues keeps water out of the 

basements where we store our collections, so this is ultimately a question about the value 

of the collections to the people of Northampton. Preventing water from coming in 

preserves the integrity of the foundations, discourages insects and prevents mold in the 

collections. Ignoring the growing water issue encourages mold and insects and will 

eventually force us to move the collection out.  

• Waterproofing the basement walls: The purpose of waterproofing the basement walls is 

to create a clean, safe and stable environment for our collections. But to spend money 

fixing up the inside of the basement doesn’t seem wise if we aren’t going to bother 

diverting water from the outside. So this one depends on the other two.  

• Remove two back windows in Damon gallery wing: This can wait. The windows are 

rotten but they can be covered with plywood for a while. But like the window 

replacement in Parsons this doesn’t save much. 

 

Barn 

The barn is pretty much an all or nothing job. Considering the work involved in removing siding, 

inner partitions and floors, it doesn’t make sense not to finish the job while everything is opened 

up. To replace posts without pouring footings, for example, would make no sense. The one area 

where we could skimp would be not to reinstall the toilet and sink in the handicap bathroom. But 

even then, we would want to bring the pipes up through the floor in preparation for the time we 

can afford the fixtures. To leave them buried in the ground where people will forget where they 

are doesn’t make sense. So this shortcut wouldn’t save much relative to the whole project. 

 



So the question is really how long the barn can wait. Nobody is sure. It might stand another five 

years if we keep a very close eye on the roof, if we replace the gutters, and if we don’t have very 

heavy snows. But we have to assume the sills are mostly gone, and I am worried about the top of 

the SE center post, which appears to be rotted to splinters and held together with a couple of two-

by-fours (picture below). So it’s a bit of Russian roulette. Even if you judge that the physical 

structure can wait, you must also take the broader circumstances into account. Right now, Kris 

Thomson and I have built a very productive working relationship and the properties are getting 

more care and attention than they have in decades. We tour the properties frequently, looking at 

them repeatedly, trying to determine whether one small visible symptom may be the sign of a 

hidden problem and discussing fixes and priorities. But in five years, it is unlikely I will be 

around much if at all, and the next person in charge may or may not be interested in the buildings 

and may or may not choose to work with Kris even though Kris has built up a fund of 

understanding about the properties that is the museum’s best hope for continuity in their care. If 

you do decide to let the barn go for a few years, there is no guarantee that anybody at Historic 

Northampton will be capable of picking the project up again.  

 

 
 

But in spite of the risks of delaying on the barn, that is what we will have to do if full funding is 

not possible. We can’t do part of the barn, it’s all or nothing. Omitting the delayable repairs in 

Damon and Parsons will not create a very significant reduction in the grant total. Besides, our 

review of building importance and usefulness make it clear that the Damon and Parsons House 

work would have to have priority.  

 

 



2. In what specific ways does this application differ from Historic Northampton’s earlier 

application seeking renovation to these buildings? Which aspects are the same and what is 

new? 

 

Everything in this grant is new. The first grant award paid for all the work described in the first 

application. All the work from the 2014 grant is progressing, much of it is done and we expect all 

of it to be done by Thanksgiving. The following chart itemizes what was done in the first grant 

and what is proposed for this one: 

 

BLDNG 2014 AWARD 2015 PROPOSAL 

Damon 

Repair seriously deteriorated windows 
in historic 1813 house 

Structural support in center of house 

Add storm windows to protect sashes 
and CPC investment 

Correct tilt of brick walkway & front step 

 Waterproof front & back basements 

  Remove two modern windows in 1985 
wing 

   

Parsons 

Repair back (north) wall falling off Replace knob & tube wiring 

Foundation/basement under kitchen Repair sills/posts east side 

Storm windows Replace damaged windows & porch trim 

New boiler, remove asbestos, 
basement remediation (our share of 
project) 

 

   

Shepherd 

Barn 
Nothing 

Replace all sills and joists, foundations 

Replace four rotten posts, rotten beams 

Replace damaged siding, doors 

Rebuild interior dismantled for project 

   

Shepherd 

House 

Basement remediation of asbestos, 
mold, fiberglass 

Nothing 
Structural supports at center of house 

Storm windows 

 

 

 

 

(continued on next page) 

 

  



3. How much work in addition to this work is necessary to address physical conditions of 

the properties? Has a complete list of physical needs been developed, with an estimate of 

costs and a priority ranking? 

AND 

4. Can a timeline also be developed which makes clear the timing urgency of the various 

repairs? For example, CPC funds were spent on storm windows for two of the houses – 

perhaps it would have been preferable to first address the structural issues in the barn. 

This might be an elaboration of the priority ranking . . . it would be helpful to know for 

which items there might be the luxury of some time. 

 

These questions express the committee’s anxiety that CPC funds might be spent on repairs that 

are not at the top of the critical list. We agree that this is a legitimate concern and will try to 

explain how we have set our priorities. But it is difficult to answer the question as it was asked 

and to say definitively “how much additional work is needed to address physical conditions of 

the properties” or to create “a complete list of physical needs . . . with an estimate of costs and a 

priority ranking.” There are several reasons for this: 

 

Time 

First of all, in terms of time, there is no end to it. Maintenance is an ongoing process, a cycle, not 

something that can be completed. With four buildings, we will always be looking forward to 

repainting houses and replacing roofs. We expect to be addressing the “physical conditions of the 

properties” every season of every year until we disappear off the face of the earth. If we’re not, 

whoever is in charge here is probably not being a responsible custodian of the public trust.  

 

Level of Detail 

Second, what level of detail do you have in mind? Property work includes: 

• essential jobs like roofing, grading and structural repairs that affect the whole building,  

• mid-level jobs like repairing water-damaged ceilings before they fall to the floor, and  

• minor jobs like filling gaps between floorboards and interior trim where neither action 

nor neglect have major repercussions on the building 

• not to mention interior cosmetic jobs like painting  

 

Where does this “complete list” stop in both detail and time? If “complete” includes the minor 

repairs, just making the list could be a formidable task. Locating every single physical flaw that 

needs repair in four buildings is a huge job. Problematic sills, posts, girts and joists, insects, 

rodent infestations, antiquated wiring and damp may all be hidden under piles of insulation in 

inaccessible attics or crawl-spaces or behind exterior sheathing or interior plaster that itself is 

masked by furniture or entirely covered by storage units that are filled with artifacts, all of which 

would have to be moved to see behind them. Deeper troubles may leave evidence only in cracks 

and flaws that take a while to notice, read and interpret. Are these signs of leaking old and 



already fixed, or signs of an ongoing problem? Is that crack in the ceiling important enough to 

list or not? Working on these buildings is an organic, not a mechanical process. We repeatedly 

walk through and around the buildings, looking and looking again, each time asking new 

questions, conferring with different workmen, suggesting explanations for symptoms and 

discussing possible fixes. We can’t “complete” that investigative process before doing any work 

because the investigative process never ends. 

 

Estimates 

Third, getting estimates for a “complete” list is difficult. Estimates take time and research since 

the price and availability of materials changes over time, and workmen don’t want to spend 

unpaid hours estimating jobs that won’t be undertaken until long after the estimates are out of 

date, that may end up being redefined, or might never be ordered at all.  

 

The only way to get advance estimates like this is to have a professional outsider do a systematic 

survey. Is that what you are actually looking for?  Because the Committee brought up this 

question last year, I looked for relevant grants and found two, both from the Massachusetts 

Cultural Council: 

Systems Replacements Plan Grants pay for “a pre-approved third party consultant who 

will survey the building envelope (roof, walls, and entry systems) and the mechanical 

systems (heating, cooling, ventilation, plumbing, and pool filtration). The survey will 

provide the estimated usable-life expectancy and the approximate replacement cost of 

your building systems. At the conclusion of the survey, organizations will receive a 20-

year Systems Replacement Plan which forecasts the necessary replacement schedule of 

specific systems and equipment.”  

 

The survey costs $14,000: $7000 from the grant, $7000 we’d have to match. It does not 

appear to be designed to deal with historic structures. 

 

MCC Feasibility and Technical Assistance Grants offer matching funds of up to 

$50,000 “to help managers and board members of cultural organizations get the objective 

information and analysis they need before they commit their organization's energies and 

financial resources to a facilities project.” Here is an example of one such grant: 

Ventfort Hall Association, Lenox  
Project: The Cultural Facilities Fund awarded Ventfort Hall Association $35,000 
to develop an historic structures report and maintenance plan as well as a 
fundraising plan to support the restoration and the maintenance of the existing 
structure and of new equipment. 
Grant: $35,000 



$70,000, or even $14,000, is a lot of money to spend paying a professional to tell you that your 

roof is leaking, that your boiler is 80 years old and covered with asbestos, and that your windows 

are falling out. But back in 1991-92, Historic Northampton did get exactly such a grant. The 

architectural analysis of Parsons House was very useful, that of Damon and Shepherd less so. 

The maintenance report identified quite a number of issues many of which remain unaddressed 

23 years later. At this point in our institutional history, I would prefer to spend whatever money 

we can raise actually fixing things or balancing the operating budget. 

 

How we determined priorities 

For these reasons, we chose to attack the prioritizing problem from another angle. Instead of 

chronicling every possible repair and attempting to rank and price them, we applied a few 

rational principles to identify priorities. As we explained in the grant proposal, the original 

priorities were: 

1. Stabilizing building structures 
2. Keeping out water (typically the cause of structural and collection damage) 
3. Reducing heating costs (essential as part of getting to a balanced budget)  

To that we have now added: 

4. Electrical safety 

 

The order in which we attacked the jobs that fit those priorities depended on: 

• The urgency of the physical problem 

• Which buildings were most important 

• Our institutional situation as a whole 

• How much we had figured out about the buildings to date 

• How all the tasks fit together. Maybe A is at the top of your list, but it is impossible to do 

A until B has been taken care of.  In itself, B isn’t as critical, but you simply can’t do A 

until B is finished. In another case, once you have done A, it is most efficient to take care 

of C at the same time rather than moving directly to B.  

 

Case Study: Which should have come first: the storm windows or the barn? 

One Committee member expressed doubts that we were right to spend money on storm windows, 

wondering whether if the barn were so important, we should have fixed it first. Let me use this as 

an example of the complexity I am trying to explain. 

 

As Director, I am responsible for seeing the whole picture. I need to make sure this organization 

is solvent so that it will be around to take care of the buildings and the collections next year and 

the year after. Given the history of annual operating losses, I had to stop the hemorrhaging of our 

reserves or the buildings and everything in them was doomed. This meant both raising money 

and reducing expenses.  

 



The single biggest expense after Marie’s salary was heating Parsons House, and to reduce that 

cost we had to replace the decrepit asbestos-covered boiler. We couldn’t persuade any funder 

except the Parsons Family to help us fund that essential first step. The CPC discouraged us from 

including it last year and Mass Cultural Council turned us down flat. But we bought the boiler 

anyway and it saved us $8000 in heating costs in the first year, a huge step toward balancing our 

budget. One reason the storm windows were prioritized in the 2014 grant is because they will 

reduce expenses yet further this coming winter, helping us stay alive to fight another 

maintenance battle another day. 

 

But financial prudence was not the only reason. As you may remember, the windows in Damon 

House were so fragile it was frightening. We were so appalled when we discovered their 

weakness that eight windows were removed and boarded up within 48 hours. It was a real 

emergency and “A” on our list for Damon House. Thanks to the CPC, those windows have been 

repaired and repainted, along with all the other windows in the historic Damon House.  

 

Now having dealt with “A,” should we have turned immediately to “B” on the list (in the 

questioner’s case, the barn), in order to remain faithful to the alphabet? What happens if we don’t 

get funding for the barn? The barn is estimated to cost over $200,000. The storm windows were 

only $20,000. Do we doggedly keep focusing on the next priority, the barn, perhaps for several 

years, while the windows, left completely unprotected, start the process of deterioration all over 

again? And the damage would not be only on the outside. Without exterior storms, we’d have to 

keep using the old Plexiglas interior storms which cause black mold to grow on the inside of the 

sashes. So to protect our newly repaired sashes from mold on the inside and weathering on the 

outside AND to preserve the CPC’s financial investment in the windows, I opted to use part of 

the grant for exterior storms.  

 

But even if the storms had not been in the picture, we could not have included the barn in the 

2014 grant. When we applied for the 2014 grant, we still had the blacksmith as a tenant in the 

barn and it was so filled with his personal belongings that we couldn’t see the floor. He was not 

gone until March of 2015, so only then could we really get in to look at it. Once we did, it was 

clear that the problems were extensive. Repairing all the sills and joists was going to mean 

removing the entire floor. But you can’t remove the floor until you take everything out of the 

barn. You can’t take everything out of the barn until you have a place to put it. We didn’t have 

any place to put it until AFTER the work funded by the 2014 CPC grant was completed.  

 

One of the things the 2014 CPC grant accomplished was the remediation of asbestos and mold in 

the Shepherd basement. This was a health and safety issue and therefore a high priority for that 

house. It had to be professionally cleaned, but once it was, it was a great place to put stuff from 

the barn. But wait a moment. Are you sure you want to barge ahead and fill up the Shepherd 

basement with bulky items from the barn, even if the barn is now at the top of your priority list? 



Because also on the priority list, maybe at D or E, is adding support posts in the basement where 

the center of Shepherd House is sinking. Rather than having workmen work around the historic 

artifacts (NOT a good idea), better to get the work done while the basement is clear. Once that is 

done, you can move in your artifacts and know they won’t have to be moved again. 

 

But even if we had had another handy place to put items from the barn, we could not have done 

the barn job in 2014 because it simply couldn’t be done at the same time as the big Parsons 

House job. Some of the same workmen would be required for both jobs, and for me as Director, 

it would have been hard to coordinate major work on four buildings at the same time. Besides, 

would the Committee really have preferred that we asked for everything on both years’ lists in a 

single campaign round?  

 

Major maintenance expected in the near future 

So what do we see coming down the pipeline after the work listed in this application: 

• Updating wiring in Damon House. This job will have to be done in stages because it 

involves working in the textile storage rooms which are very crowded. We can’t start this 

until Parsons can be cleaned up. Once some of the furniture can move out of Damon into 

Parsons, we can make room for the workmen to work on wiring without their 

endangering delicate antique clothing. 

• Investigate wiring in Shepherd. We believe most of it was replaced when the Mass 

Humanities offices went in but we noticed at least one antiquate outlet so there may be 

more. 

• Finish replacing gutters on Damon. They leak. Some are being done this year. 

• Repair gutter attachment on Shepherd; flashing and ridge cover on Shepherd roof; some 

trim behind gutters 

• Open up the back wall of Shepherd House, which is bowing out in the middle.  

• Barn ell sills (not done now because we needed to reserve it for storage while main barn 

was done)  

 

 

 

 

5. What is the anticipated expense of an ED (with all benefits/payroll taxes, etc.) and how is 

this anticipated to be generated? 

 

A director’s salary would have to be arranged with the person hired. The higher the rate, the 

fewer hours we can afford and we are unlikely to be able to pay someone full-time at first. At an 

annual salary of $42,000 (about $20/hour), the total cost including payroll tax and medical 

insurance would be about $53,500. 

 



Sources of revenue in the FY16 budget (beginning Oct 1 2015) are: 

 $41,000 rental income is reliable 

$25,000 the donor’s match which we’re gradually earning by meeting the challenge 

grant, which is not a done deal, but reasonable to expect 

$30,000 Assumes 500 members at an average of $60. We are over 400 members 

now and about to send out a 2000-name mailing. The goal is to reach 500 

members by Dec 31 which I think is reasonable. Memberships this past 

year totaled $31,175 but we are not counting on as high an average gift in 

FY16. 

 $  4,000  Investment dividends 

 $  6,000  From program revenue, store sales, and in-kind gifts  

 $106,000 Total before non-membership fundraising 

$  60,000 Non-membership contributions (not including grants or in-kind gifts) 

would have to reach this figure to fund even a part-time director. In FY15, 

for comparison, we raised $39,500. 

 $166,000 Including non-membership fundraising 

 

Expenses in the FY16 budget are: 

 $113,700 Cash operating expenses in FY16 budget without a director 

 $  20,000 Non-cash depreciation expense (pre-audit estimate) 

 $133,700 Total expenses in budget 

 

 $  32,300 available for a part-time director 

 

Note that this budget funds depreciation, which for us is a first step toward building a 

maintenance fund. 

 

 

6. What are the current reserves? 

 

As of September 30, our investments were valued at $133,112. We have not withdrawn any 

money from the principal since October 2014, but we have lost $8,000 in value since the summer 

due to the recent market decline.  

 


