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Steeplejack Season

CATHERINE GOULET

, is the season for steeplejacks.
In cities and small towns
across America, the spring and

summer months provide ample warm
and sunny days to witness the steeple-
jack at work. Seated on boatswain’s
chairs that swing from cable rigging
on church steeples, synagogue domes,
and meeting house bell towers,
workmen attack a historic worship
building’s most weathered and
vulnerable points.

Wood. Masonry. Metal. Finial,
louver or roof repairs. Painting and
gilding. Whatever the job, a good
steeplejack can get it done. In fact,
Traditional Building Magazine
recommends, “When restoring
[wood] steeples, hire one knowledge-
able firm to handle as many aspects of
the project as possible, with as few
subcontractors as possible: Every
segment of a tower interlocks with the
others, and coordination leads to a
sounder structure.”

Before calling in the high-wire
act, however, a congregation should
take some time to learn the ropes.
INSPIRED recently received some
advice from Daniel T. Quinn of
Skyline Engineers of Maryland, in
Frederick; Thomas Evarts of Yankee
Steeplejacks in Concord, Massachu-
setts; and John M. Corbett of Land-
mark Rigging in Florence, Mass.

At what point should a steeplejack be
called in to a repair or restoration
project?

“If a steeple hasn’t been inspected
in 5-7 years, a qualified steeplejack
should be called in to do a thorough
inspection,” advises Dan Quinn.
“And it’s much more important to
examine the inside of the tower than
the outside.” To help congregations
keep up with these inspections,
Skyline Engineers offers maintenance
contracts that allow for steeple
inspections every five years.

What You Should Know About these High-flying Craftsmen

A firm might also be contacted
by a congregation’s building consult-
ant. “More congregations are using
architects,” says Tom Evarts. “And
more and more of my work is coming
through preservation architects.”

For congregations that are not
working with architectural profes-
sionals, John Corbett recommends
that a steeplejack be called early in
the repair-planning process. “If you
are going to use a steeplejack, the job
should be designed with a steeplejack
in mind,” he says.

What services may a steeplejack/
rigging firm provide?

Most firms will provide a variety
of services, some of which will be
completed in-house, and other
services may be subcontracted.

Hanging from rigging on a boatswain’s chair, Dan
Quinn of Skyline Enginers of Maryland attends to
repairs on Trinity Church in Frederick, Maryland.

Quinn’s firm, for example, provides
in-house expertise in carpentry, sheet
metal, masonry, painting and struc-
tural steel.

Yankee Steeplejacks provides
millwork, structure and roofing work
and has also reconstructed steeples
that were taken down and rebuilt on
the ground. In some cases this will be
more cost effective, explains Evarts.

In addition to craftsmanship,

“The taller the building, the
more concentrated the work,
the more sense it makes to
call a steeplejack.”
-John Corbett

Corbett emphasized the design and
planning services offered by his firm|
“What is the budget and what are the
priorities?” are the first questions he
considers when devising a repair plan
that will fit into the fund-raising plan
for a congregation.

What qualifications should a congre-
gation look for in an individual or a
firm?

Knowledge, experience and =
expertise, says Quinn. “And what
they are willing to do before the
congregation pays anything.” Skyline
Engineers provides free estimates. An
inspection that requires rigging will
cost $500-1,000.

The congregation’s building or
preservation committee should obtain
bids from at least three firms, based
on the same set of specifications for
the repair work.

“Don’t automatically go with the
low bid,” Evarts cautions. “Ask for
references from architects and other
congregations, and call those refer- .
ences.” 4

Finally, he advises, “Go with your
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gut feeling. Invite the guy to a trustee
meeting and talk with him. Interview
them all like that. Make sure you feel
comfortable.”
Corbett agrees that building trust
an important factor. “Take me for
example. I come in from out of town.
I’'m not a local contractor. The
congregation needs to develop
confidence that I can do what I say I
can do.”

Building trust is one reason
Corbett recommends that the building
committee require the contractor to
carefully document his work with
photographs.

“This work is less accessible to
the customer,” he explains. While
some committee members or their
representative will climb scaffolding
to evaluate a project, few are able to
examine a rigged steeple.”

What determines if the repair project
requires traditional scaffolding or
can accommodate alternative rig-
ging? What is the effect on the cost
of the project?

“The taller the building is and the
ore that the work is concentrated
I:;her up, the more sense it makes for

a steeplejack,” says Corbett. If

Quinn makes
repairs at Trinity
Church. His
firm provides a
variety of
building-repair
services.
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scaffolding is needed in a particular
area of the tower, it can be erected
around that area, rather than starting
from the tower’s base.

“There’s a point when traditional
scaffolding makes sense when a
structure is being overhauled from the
ground up,” says Quinn. Scaffolding
may also be necessary when fine
millwork or masonry must be com-
pleted in situ.

The good news is that if the
rigging method is selected, significant
savings can be realized in the repair
project’s budget. Rigging costs are
generally one-tenth of the cost of
renting scaffolding.

“We do a lot of rigging,” says
Evarts, who estimates $10-15,000 can
be spent on scaffolding for a job
where it would cost $1,000 to rig a
steeple. In general, Quinn adds, the
higher the tower or steeple, the more
cost-effective a steeplejack’s services

“ will be.

To make rigging a more attractive
alternative, Corbett says that his firm
has prefabricated some elements on
the ground and lifted them into place.
This is particularly effective when
large and intricate masonry or wood
needed significant repair. Since this
works takes place off-site, there is a

minimum of disruption for the
congregation, plus they avoid the
expense of unneeded scaffolding.

What typical problems may be found
in the steeples or towers of houses of
worship?

No surprise here. The answer is
water damage, water damage, water
damage.

“The biggest focus is water
proofing,” says Corbett. “How do
you protect these elements?” In most
cases, the structures are also suffering
from deferred maintenance after years
of water infiltration.

Quinn adds that insect damage
and wind erosion are major concerns,
but emphasizes the danger of lightn-
ing damage. He highly recommends
that lightning protection be installed
on “every steeple, especially on our
older churches. Every year we lose a
few more steeples to lightning
strikes.” Lightning protection should
be inspected every two years.

Preventative maintenance is also
recommended. Regular cleaning and
painting will help prevent many
problems, and regular inspections will
alert the congregation of potential
problems well before they are noticed
at the base of the tower or dome.

Challenging Work

The lore of steeplejacks harkens
back to early New England days
when shipbuilders with fine carpentry
skills, would travel inland during
winter months. Here, they found
work building other types of struc-
tures, including tall steeples and
towers for churches.

The modern-day steeplejack is a
descendent of this craftsman, and the
jobs are still as challenging and just as
unique, though they may now include

continued on page 6
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orthodox church and synagogue
domes in addition to traditional
church bell towers and spires.

Evarts described a recent restora-
tion project in Mamaroneck, New
York, where he worked with an
architect to restore a 1852-vintage
Carpenter Gothic-style United Meth-
odist Church. The work included
taking apart and reassembling wood
corner finials, removing and replacing
rotten sections of wood, and consoli-

6 dating weakened wood sections.

Quinn detailed a dangerous job
completed for the Congregational
Church in Middleton, Connecticut
where the church’s original frame
steeple had been covered by a new
structure in the 1950s. That addi-
tional weight made the steeple
unstable, so Quinn's team cabled the
steeple in place, and then removed the
addition, reinforced the original frame
and sheathed it with slate and copper.
“That should last another 100 years,”

he says .

Corbett’s current favorite project
is one that’s not even underway. He
is working with a congregation that
wants to repair its tower but has little
funding available to do so. That’s
okay with Corbett, though. He’d
prefer to wait until they have the
money to repair the tower correctly.

“I’d rather see a congregation set
a realistic budget and give themselves
time to raise the money than to spend
the little they have on the first quick-
fix that comes along,” he says.

“It’s important to think in terms
of repairs that will last 50, 60, 100-
years,” says Corbett. “If you only
have a few dollars and do a ten-year
repair, ten years later, you’re going to
be up there again.” ()

An advertisement for
Skyline Engineers of Maryland
appears on page 13.
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1-800-392-6896
FAX (215) 642-4863
ORNAMENTAL PLASTER
GLASS REINFORCED GYPSUM (GRG)

LANDMARK RIGGING, INC.
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FLORENCE, MA 01060
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