Topsfield Town Hall Narration
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Topsfield Town Hall – Past, Present and Future
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[bookmark: _GoBack]In 1870, Topsfield had a population of about 1,200.  The idea of building a Town Hall met stiff opposition when it was proposed by a Citizens’ Petition in 1872.  After numerous deliberations, committee reports, special town meetings, and efforts to change the location, the decisive Town Meeting was held on June 9, 1873. This last meeting brought out 210 voters who met on the Town Common.  The voters lined up in two lines - those in favor and 	those against.  By a  vote of 108 to 102, Topsfield voted to build a Town Hall. 
The Town determined to do the project well.  They hired the Salem and Boston architectural firm of  Lord and Fuller to design the building and noted local builder  John  H. Potter to handle construction.  
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Lord & Fuller, Architects

Based in Salem and Boston, the well-established architectural firm of Lord & Fuller designed many prominent buildings all over the State, including school-houses, stores, churches, town halls, as well as other public projects.   They were noted for their quality designs and attention to matters of drainage, ventilation, light, and acoustics.  Topsfield paid them a fee of $360.50 to design Town Hall.
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John H. Potter, Builder

John H. Potter had considerable local distinction as a skilled builder.  In John H. Towne’s “Topsfield Houses and Buildings,” The Historical Collections of the Topsfield Historical Society, Vol. VIII, 1902, Topsfield, MA, George F. Dow, Ed., there are nearly sixty references to Potter’s work in the last half of the 19th century.  Along with houses, barns, additions and remodeling projects, he built the Methodist Meeting House, the Hook and Ladder House, an addition to the Topsfield Academy and the Town Hall. In 1873, Town Hall cost $12,870.42 to build of which John Potter received $3,064.39 for the building’s carpentry work.  The remaining costs included building materials, the foundation, furnishings, and other expenses 
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The new Town Hall was designed in the Second Empire Style with an elaborate front façade featuring a clock tower, steeply pitched roofs with polychrome slate, wood detailed to imitate rusticated stone, and a porch surrounded by a cascade of wooden steps. 
The interior grand staircase led to an auditorium with a stage and balcony. 
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The Town Hall was the center of government and a focal point for the Common.  
This picture shows the Town Hall decorated with patriotic bunting for the Town’s 250th anniversary celebration in 1900.  The Topsfield seal occupies center place with the State seal to the left and a cameo of George Washington to the right.   
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Main Floor
The Town’s Library  was housed in what is now the Treasurer’s Office.  When the library moved to the new Library building in 1935, the American Legion and kindergarten classes began sharing that space.  At the same time, the Town’s one piece of fire-fighting equipment was housed in the basement, and until the Town acquired the Police Station the police worked out of  Town Hall.  When the Water Department was created in 1948 , a room was fitted out for its equipment.   
Auditorium
The second floor auditorium was used for Town Meeting until it was no longer large enough.  
Slide 8
Auditorium
The second floor auditorium was also used for smaller meetings, social functions, cultural and civic events including theatrical productions, dances, concerts and lectures.  
These historic photos show the auditorium decorated for Columbus Day and for the 250th anniversary of the Town. 
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These posters hang in Town Hall as a reminder of the events of earlier days.
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Clock Tower
The clock in the tower was purchased in 1879. For the first 124 years of its existence, volunteers climbed unlighted and unheated stairs to rewind it every eight days. There were long periods when the clock was not wound and therefore was out of operation. 
Thanks to modern volunteers, as of 2004, the clock has been reconstructed to no longer require constant attention, and it is in current working order.  
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Past Exterior Projects
Over the years, the Town has funded maintenance and repairs for the Town Hall, which have included some design changes.  
Chimney
The elaborate chimney which had been rebuilt in concrete block, is no longer used by the new, condensing boiler installed in 2011.
Roof
When the slate roof was replaced, perhaps in the 1950’s, the banding of the original design was not recreated.  In 2003 when the gutters were replaced, portions of the slate roofing, which is apparently black Monson, were repaired.  Today the slate roof appears to be in good condition.  However, the flashing in some roof valleys allows water infiltration under certain wind conditions.
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Front Porch
Repairs in the 1980’s included reconstruction of the front porch. The front porch has lost a column from the clusters of three which originally marked its corners, and the pyramid of steps on three sides has been reduced to a single flight in front.
Many of the trim elements now show signs of significant rot, especially at the bases of the columns.  
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North Entrances
Repair work in the 1980’s included the construction of semi-enclosed vestibules over the exterior landings and steps at the north side entrances.  One of these vestibules was demolished in 2014 because it was in danger of collapsing. The second vestibule will be removed this spring for the same reason.  Not long after the vestibule was removed, the cement stairs began to crumble.
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Accessibility Improvements
Also during the 1980’s, accessibility improvements were made.  These include a ramp to the westerly entrance on the north side and a first floor accessible toilet room.  Because the ramp has no protection, snow and ice frequently slide from the roof and make the ramp treacherous.  The bathroom walls are stained from leaks through the badly deteriorated window above.  
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Siding, Gutters, and Painting
Between 2001 and 2003, the Town appropriated funds and received a matching grant from the Massachusetts Historical Commission to  assist in the preservation and repair of the exterior of Town Hall.  Important exterior work was accomplished. This work is in good condition.  
Flashing, gutters and slate roofing up to about three feet were repaired, and membrane roofing was installed above the Front Entry. 
On the front façade,  all of the horizontal board siding was replaced with western red cedar.  Some small trim repairs were done. 
On the north and west elevations, all of the clapboard siding was replaced with eastern spruce clapboards milled in Vermont.  Some trim was repaired.  
The exterior was painted in its original color scheme.  More than ten years later, the paint, as one would expect, has begun to fail in certain areas.  
In 2004, the Town Hall Building Committee began plans to complete the renovations, make the structure ADA compliant, and create a modern building that would meet the needs of Town government.   These goals were not met when the project was put on hold because of other priorities and the state of the economy.
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Fire Escape
During the siding work, the fire escape was removed from the south side façade. It was not replaced in anticipation of future renovations to Town Hall.  The second floor door is secured by exterior bars.  The first floor door shows significant deterioration.  
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Past Interior Projects
At some point, a suspended ceiling was added to the first floor.  Today, when the wind blows in a certain direction, accumulated plaster dust and other debris sifts onto desks and the floor from the ceiling.  At the same time, the original wooden floor was covered with vinyl asbestos tile.  In a later round of work, the vinyl tile was covered with carpeting in office areas. Over time, some of the tiles were replaced and others are cracking and breaking, especially in areas prone to regular flooding from leaks. The carpeting is split and worn.   
Other Alterations
Fire sprinklers were installed.
The boiler was replaced with a high efficiency natural gas unit, and programmable thermostats were installed throughout the building.
Energy efficient lighting was installed throughout the building including suspended lighting in the auditorium.
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Present Conditions
This picture captures where we are.  The original structure is sound and stands as testimony to the quality of construction over 140 years ago.  On the other hand, deterioration has set in throughout the building.  Here, above the front portico, the central window and trim features are rotted.  This area lets water in.  The water finds its way through the emergency exit light to flood the front foyer where the asbestos vinyl tiles have lifted.  A rubber mat covers the gap in the tiles.     
Present Building Exterior
The most pressing concern is to stabilize the building envelope to prevent further deterioration inside and outside the building. The major elements of concern are the windows and the foundation.
The Town commissioned architects, Adams and Smith, and preservation consultants, Finch and Rose to conduct a building envelope and window restoration study.  The full text of their report is available here
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Windows
Windows throughout the building are in poor condition.  Last winter, a pane fell out of one  second floor window, exposing a heating pipe that froze and burst, flooding the Treasurer’s office.  Other second floor windows have been secured with plywood and boards  to hold them in place.
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Windows
Other second floor windows have been secured with plywood and/or duct tape to hold them in place.  
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Foundation
This interior photo shows the fieldstone foundation below grade and the brickwork above grade.  The brickwork shows defective mortar joints.
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Clock Tower
The top level of the clock tower houses the clock mechanism shown here.  The horizontal shafts link the clock movement to the four clock faces.  A sheet of plastic has been set up to protect the clock mechanism from exterior leaks coming from the top of the tower.
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Plan for Immediate Action
The cost of repairing the windows, the foundation, and the other most pressing exterior issues is $227,000.  
Windows will be repaired or replaced, depending on the severity of their condition.  Storm windows will be added to the second floor windows to protect them from the elements and to improve the energy efficiency of the building. 
Rotted elements on the front façade will be replaced or repaired.  
The foundation will be repointed. 
The remaining north-side exterior vestibule – or “dog porch,” as it is called – will be removed.  
The Town Hall Building Committee has begun the procurement process so that costs, vendors, and other matters will be in place by Town Meeting.
There is a warrant article on the special town meeting portion of the May Town Meeting to appropriate the $227,000 for this work.
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Present Building Interior
Stabilizing the exterior is only the first step in addressing the issues of Town Hall.  The building does not meet current accessibility standards.  The interior has deteriorated due to heavy use and aging.   Additionally, the interior is not designed and configured to effectively accommodate today’s office environment.
Among the changes that are needed are:
· ADA accessibility
· Climate control to improve air quality and working conditions
· Office acoustics
· Infrastructure, including plumbing, electrical wiring, and signal wiring
· Configuration adaptable to changing needs.  
 Slide 25
The Auditorium  Today
The auditorium has been sectioned off with partitions to accommodate various Town offices, including the Board of Health, Inspectional Services, the Conservation Commission and the Veterans’ Agent.   The walls throughout the meeting hall are covered with paper that has been painted. The paper is stained and starting to lift at its joints.  Vestiges remain of the old auditorium.  A mural by noted local artist Larry Webster adorns the wall over the now-barricaded stage.  Original wood- and iron-work line the balcony.
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The Balcony and stage
The balcony and stage areas are used for storage.  Old water stains mark the walls.  Cable TV equipment occupies a portion of the balcony level with its own HVAC equipment to maintain temperature and humidity levels.      
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Hallways and stairways
Front stair hall and second floor landing.  The stair and wainscot woodwork are original.  The stairs lead to the auditorium on the second floor.
Second floor landing of the front staircase. The stairs in the background lead to the balcony of the meeting hall. The door on the extreme right is original and leads into the meeting hall.  One of the main support pillars for the building rises in this area. 
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Hallways and stairways
The plaster walls in hallways and stairways have not been painted or otherwise repaired for many years.  They show stains from leaks, cracks from long past structural movements of the building, and superficial efforts to address such problems.
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Offices and Functional Space
Offices are cramped and antiquated.   The server and copy room requires a window-mounted air conditioner to maintain appropriate temperatures. Bathrooms are unisex (gender mixed) and occupy space inefficiently.   The waste pipe in the one shown here let go, soaking a storage closet in the Council on Aging office below.   It was repaired but with no guarantees from the plumber that it won’t happen again.  
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The Basement
Steep stairs lead to the basement that is used largely for storage.  Water stains on the floor indicate past leaks and flooding.  Various types of material have been used to seal the foundation from leaks and outside air infiltration.  
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Next Steps
For over twenty years, Town Hall Building Committees have studied these problems.  We have a wealth of information about space and accessibility needs.   These need to be revised to reflect changes that technology has brought to Town government.  This is called the “building program.”
We do not need another “study.”  Now, we need to take the information that we have, as revised to reflect twenty-first century needs, and develop a plan for the renovation and modernization of Town Hall.  This will require an architect who will produce a schematic design that will achieve the needs of the “building program” in the most cost-effective way possible. 
We do not approach this with any pre-conceived ideas about how to do this.  Perhaps the “building program” can be accommodated within the existing footprint of the present Town Hall.  Perhaps an addition will be necessary.   The goal is to maximize functionality and minimize cost, however that might be accomplished.  
An article will appear on the warrant for the Annual Town Meeting requesting $100,000 to develop the schematic plan for the renovation of Town Hall.  The architect hired to perform the work would: 1) review and update as needed the “building program;” 2) conduct public informational sessions to solicit input and answer questions; 3) produce a cost-effective plan for bringing Topsfield’s Town Hall into the 21st century.  
This schematic design would be the basis for a building project, the proposal for which would be presented at a future Town Meeting.  







