#21 JEWISH COMMUNITY OF AMHERST - STEEPLE RESTORATION --HP - $244,683
Community Preservation Act Committee
Proposal Request Form for FY 2017
Project Title: Steeple Repair and Historic Restoration
CPA funding category
Check all that apply:
o Community Housing
o Open Space
x Historic Preservation
o Recreation
Date: October 22, 2016
Submitting Entity: Jewish Community of Amherst (JCA)
Contact Person:
Contact Phone:
Contact Email:

Ann Wetherbee (JCA Administrative Director)
413-256-0160 x207
admindir@j-c-a.org

Overview of Proposal - Please describe your project and your feasibility analysis:
The building that houses the Jewish Community of Amherst today was purchased from the Second
Congregational Church in 1976. Their Greek-Revival style second meetinghouse, now the JCA
sanctuary, was completed in 1839. Historical records indicate that interior columns that supported the
steeple and belfry were removed in 1927. Over the years, this resulted in the steeple leaning and in
bowing of the interior ceiling. In 1989, the JCA replaced the support columns and stabilized the steeple
support structure. This restored the interior to its original look but did not correct the lean or restore the
steeple itself.
In August 2014, the steeple was struck by lightning, causing significant damage to its exterior. When
repairing this damage, it was discovered that almost the entire outer siding of the steeple, as well as the
acorn on top of the steeple, were severely rotted. In addition, previous investigation had shown that prior
to the lightning strike there was some further degradation to the steeple’s interior structure.
This request for funds is to do a complete historical restoration of the steeple, including straightening the
lean, removing and replacing the rotted outer covering, and creating a new historical acorn. We are
requesting a CPA grant of $244,683 for this project.
The cost to fully repair and restore the steeple, including straightening, is estimated to cost $271,870.
The JCA is able to provide 10% or $27,187 toward this cost that combined with the CPA grant will
allow the JCA to fully repair and restore the steeple.
Describe how your request meets the CPA criteria:
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1.

Description of funding needed including:

a)

Documentation of cost estimates:

The cost estimate from Thayer Street Associates is attached.
b)
Other sources of funding, e.g. grants, self-funding, fundraising:
Prior to the lightning damage to the steeple, the JCA had begun planning for a mortgage refinance for a
number of necessary building repairs and safety upgrades. These included the addition of a handicap
emergency egress from the sanctuary; repair and restoration of the granite steps in front of the sanctuary;
the addition of air conditioning to the sanctuary; necessary roof and chimney repairs; and development
and expansion costs related to our cemetery. The refinancing was completed in December 2015. Within
the limits of the JCA finances and current expenses, there is approximately $35,000 uncommitted and
potentially available for steeple repair and restoration. We are proposing to contribute $27,187 for the
steeple project and will retain $7,813 in a reserve account for unanticipated capital expenses related to
ongoing maintenance of the steeple.
We have a limited amount we can contribute to this proposed project for a number of reasons. In
addition, direct fundraising from the JCA members for repair and restoration of the steeple is not
feasible at this time, and such activity is not likely to provide any significant funds for this purpose. Like
many churches and synagogues, we are having a difficult time raising funds to support our routine
operational needs.
In the past year, we confronted a severe fiscal crisis that threatened our continued viability. We engaged
in a one-time emergency fund drive; increased membership dues by 20%; launched a new fundraising
and development committee; established an annual fundraising goal more than 30% higher than in any
other non-emergency year; and made significant cuts in a variety of expense lines. We have now
stabilized our operational budget but our long-term financial situation remains precarious. We will be
focusing on our fiscal situation as part of our newly initiated strategic planning process.
c)

Timeline on how CPA funds, if awarded, would be spent including over multiple years:

Once scheduled, the project to repair and restore the steeple should not take more than several months. It
will need to be scheduled during a period when the sanctuary and the school classrooms under the
sanctuary will not be in use. Thus, the project would have to be scheduled during the summer season. It
is expected that the project could be scheduled and completed within the first summer after the CPA
funds are made available.
2.

Urgency of the project:

The lightning strike compromised the structural integrity of the steeple and opened up the interior to
weather. Only temporary short-term repairs to make the fixture weather tight could be made due to the
deterioration of the siding. However, long-term permanent repairs are needed to ensure the continuing
integrity of the steeple.
3.

Estimated timeline from receipt of funds to project completion: See 1c) above

4.

Acquisition or preservation of threatened resources:
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The JCA wholly owns the property for which the CPA funds are being requested, and we would be
willing to accept an historic preservation restriction on the steeple, belfry and the façade of the building
that faces Main Street.
5.

Population(s) to be served by the project:

The Jewish Community of Amherst and the Town of Amherst will be served by the project.
6.

How will the CPA investment in your property, facility or project be maintained over
time?

Normal ongoing maintenance of the steeple, as well as of the entire JCA facility, is a regular component
of the annual JCA budget. Steeple maintenance will primarily entail periodic painting where needed.
Once restoration has been completed, no further structural work is anticipated in the foreseeable future.
7.

How is the project prioritized by requesting Town committees or commissions?

This project is not a request by a Town committee or commission
8.

Other information regarding the project deemed necessary for CPAC?

a)
Historical background of the building: The Jewish Community of Amherst occupies the
former Second Congregational Church located at 742 Main Street in the East Village Historic District of
Amherst, MA. The building, completed and first occupied in 1839, replaced the First Congregational
Church (built in 1782), which had been located across the street and which the congregation had
outgrown. The building has been the JCA’s home since 1976.
The listing for the building on the National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form for
the establishment of the East Village Historic District (dated February 1986) describes the building as
“a vernacular interpretation of the Greek-Revival style”. The listing goes on to describe the building’s
features: “It is a large, wood-framed square dominated by a two-stage steeple consisting of a square
base and an octagonal, acorn-topped spire. Both the base and the spire are given added depth by the
use of recessed panels. As is typical for this period of towered Greek-Revival churches, the tower itself
rises rather precariously out of and flush with the main church façade. A distinctive vernacular
architectural feature of the building is the substitution of a stepped parapet at the gable for the more
common enclosed pediment. The wood frame of the building sits on a high basement that is granite to its
front and brick on the rear and sides.”
A 1988 application for state preservation projects funds for stabilizing and straightening the steeple
detailed the importance of the building architecture (the original source of this description is unknown):
“The sanctuary is a masterpiece of local architect Warren S. Howland (1798-1874) from Conway, who
is responsible for some of the most important historical buildings in Amherst and environs. It is his only
major monument – civil or church – which has survived in pristine condition. The church is a strikingly
bold, innovative and ingenious rendering of Greek revival ecclesiastical architecture and the most
adroit and successful example of surface modeling and adornment. The steeple is indispensably integral
to the design of the whole, since Howland carried forth the same brilliant surface models to fuse the
heaven-scaling member to the fabric, thereby achieving a dramatic and aesthetically powerful
ensemble.”
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The former church building, now housing the JCA’s main sanctuary, contains several stained glass
windows, decorated ceilings and a pipe organ added in 1896. The lower level of the main sanctuary
houses the JCA religious school classrooms. Adjacent to the sanctuary is the Parish House, constructed
in 1859, housing the JCA Library and Resource Center, as well as the offices of the Rabbi, the
Education Director, and the Administrative Director. In the fall of 2001, the JCA undertook a major
building and renovation project that included the construction of an expanded social hall, kitchen, small
sanctuary, main office and lobby with entrance, as well as some renovations in the main sanctuary and
the lower level classrooms.
b)
Current status: The present concern over how to restore the severely deteriorated and leaning
steeple has engendered several proposals for the best use of limited resources, from simply re-siding the
steeple to complete restoration, and also possibly complete removal. Full restoration is clearly the most
desirable option, as it respects and enhances the value of the steeple as a basic element of the visual icon
that our building has been for almost two centuries. Preserving such historic buildings benefits everyone,
and provides lasting evidence of the important cultural developments that have taken place over time.
Whatever changes the JCA may make to its building will, of course, become part of that history, and we
have proven that Jewish ritual and communal life can be carried on successfully in a structure that was
designed for a different faith. While the steeple has no religious significance for a Jewish house of
worship, we recognize its historical importance and significance to Amherst. We believe that
preservation of the steeple, and indeed of the entire structure, for their historic value is not only practical
but also will make a significant contribution to the larger public community.
c)
Preservation of our building over the years: The JCA’s respect for its historic building and the
economies of preservation was most evident when, about 15 years ago, we chose a design for a major
renovation and addition project. Many design proposals that involved major alterations of the existing
building were rejected, while the selected design left the existing structure totally intact, with only minor
interior improvements. All the new spaces were created in an addition that is all but invisible from the
street, with a narrow connection to the rear façade of the parish house building, leaving the sanctuary
building untouched. The narrow connection was extremely practical as well, allowing a firewall between
the old and new structures, eliminating the requirements for a sprinkler system and elevator access to the
basement, making the entire project financially feasible. To blend with the older building, the addition
has simple gable roofs, white clapboards, corner pilasters, and double hung divided windows like the
original building, and the building masses are scaled down so as not to visually dominate the more
monumental historic structure.
An earlier (1980s) addition that can be seen from the street is the connecting link that provides ramped
access between the two old buildings. The JCA appreciates the skillful design of this link by architect
Joseph Mattei of Greenfield, which made this addition barely noticeable.
Prior to the JCA acquiring the church, basement classrooms under the sanctuary were created, sometime
after August 1960, the date shown on blueprints for the project by architect Harvey H. Hatheway (19151996) of Northfield, MA. The plans show that the front foundation wall was to remain, while all other
parts of the foundation were completely replaced with new concrete and brick perimeter walls, and
interior steel columns, all on new concrete footings. The historic façades, front steps, sanctuary floor and
all parts of the structure above it were preserved.
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Over nearly four decades, the JCA has preserved the historic pipe organ and stained glass windows,
primarily for their esthetic and historic value. Both of these elements enhance the interior space, and
fortunately do not have any religious symbolism that otherwise might have made them objectionable in
a synagogue. Although still functional, the organ has not been found useful to the JCA, but as a visual
focus its bass register of pipes is enjoyed, and the design of our modern Ark, which houses the sacred
Torah scrolls, was designed to reflect the organ pipes and blends with them beautifully. The lettering on
the windows naming the Dickinson family is particularly notable historically and a constant reminder to
congregants that we practice our rituals in a space that owes its beauty to forebears of a different faith. In
no small way, this reinforces the JCA’s commitment to be inclusive and welcoming to all, including
interfaith families.
d)
The steeple today: The JCA leaning steeple appears to be dangerous but it is considered
relatively structurally stable due to the installation of interior columns and other structural work done in
1989. The recently uncovered rot and deterioration may be non-structural and may require repair only to
make the steeple surfaces sound and weatherproof. While the internal structure of the steeple appears to
be solid, it is unknown how much, if any, of the interior structure has deteriorated. The current proposal
for the steeple and belfry was born out of a need to replace the deteriorating exterior boards, and to deal
with the problem that a leaning steeple is unsightly and gives an appearance of dangerous instability.
e)
Existing permanent damage: The sagging roof and ceiling caused by the steeple’s deflection
are permanent building defects that have never been corrected, and are not corrected under the current
proposal. The roof structure was reinforced in 1989 and in 2001 with the intent of stopping further
movement without changing its deformed geometry. These reinforcements also ensure that the sags in
the structure are permanent. The proposed straightening project does not attempt to fix these defects
because that would require removal and rebuilding of the entire roof structure, and reconstruction of the
historic metal ceiling finish, all beyond the scope envisioned for this project.
f)
History of the leaning steeple: According to a notation on the engineer’s drawing for corrective
work dated 1989, interior columns under the rear (northerly) corners of the belfry were removed in
1927, and beams were installed in the attic to transfer loads from the belfry to the existing roof trusses. It
is possible that some reinforcement of the trusses were done also at that time. It is not clear when the
steeple started to lean, but in the late 1980s it became a serious concern of the JCA Building Committee.
The roof beams and trusses supporting the belfry had sagged, while the front part of the belfry remained
well supported on the front wall of the building. The result was that the steeple and belfry were leaning,
and the roof and ceiling were deflected downward. The Building Committee, civil engineer John
Sieruta, and architect Stephen Woolf agreed that the steeple was unstable and an imminent danger to the
building. Because of cost, it was decided not to attempt straightening but only to stop further deflection.
This was achieved by supporting the rear wall of the belfry on two new columns under the belfry rear
corners extending down to an existing beam under the sanctuary floor. Civil engineer, William Sieruta,
did the engineering for the columns. The work was coordinated by the JCA committee chair and builder,
Sidney Poritz of Leverett, with William Smith of Conway doing the construction work below ceiling
level, and Vern Harrington and Joe Zurylo of Thayer Street Associates of South Deerfield doing the
reinforcement of the roof structure in the attic.
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Second Congregational Church c.1910

Jewish Community of Amherst Today
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Interior Structure of the Steeple

Acorn Deterioration

Steeple and Acorn
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Screwdriver through Rotted Siding

Steeple Lean

Siding and Interior Deterioration
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