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American landscape
losing its old barns

By Dennis Cauchon
USATODRAY

The American barn is disappearing from the ladscape. It niay
Bl evolie the nostalgia of a one-room schoolliuse or covered
bridge. But for moee than two centuries, it has stood as o symbaol of
hard work and o rural way of life.

These simple strictures that dol the coantryside are becoming
vietims of decay. suburban spraw, changes in farming practices ind
a growing trend to use old bam wood in few “rustic™ buildings.

“We call them an endangered species.” says Jennifer Goodman,
exeeutive director of the New Hampshire Preservation Alliance.
“Barns are disappearing so rapidly, | often find myself saying.
“Ouch. Lost another one” when 1 drive down raral roads.”

Nobady knows how many ol bams exist, The M:dwd onee had

Nation

How many old barns still stand? The bam shove in
Bridgewater Township. Mich., was built in 1919, In the
same b, restormtionisl Steve Stier visits the bam ot the
Parker Fasm, bottom, “When an old ham falls, we lose more
than o huilding,” he says, “We bose 1 sense of place.”

K0 bans painted with Mail Pouch Tob. -
free paint job in exchange for ad space. A few humsdred remain.

One-fourth of the bams listed in the 1997 Field Guide to New
Englind Barris and Farm Buildings are now gone. Thomas Visser.
the book's amhor, says his home stste of Vermont beaes about
1000 f its 30,000 barns u year b fire, collapse s the bulldser,
The few hundred bams that survive from the 17005 are most
vulnerable. “Many have been coasting for a century with very linle
maintenance,” he says.

Steve Stier. who restores bams in Michigan and wrose a manual
for klentifying bam siyles, says. “When an old barm falls. we lose
miewee: hin a buikding. We lose a sense of place,”

The accelerating demise of the American ham has prompred
efforis to save some of the old siructures. Michigan and New
Hurmpshire have begun surveying the bams in their states.

Last year, the Nattonal Trust for Historic Preservation pat o barm
for the first time on its list of most endangered places — the 1850
Miller-Purdue bam near Marion, Ind, The giant bam. once part of
Purdise University's agriculiure program. has three gobles and five
mpnlns. Bur its ceilings are wo low o sccommodate modem farm
equi

“We're not going 1o let it fall, even though its uscful days have
passed it by says farmer Wayne Townsend, who now owns the
building, He says the vacanl bam will eventually undergo the
S35.000 b S65.000 of work it needs,

“This is the dilemma farmers have.” Townsend says, “We have
o look at the bottom line. Good management dicistes tha it
should come down, But if we don’t preserve things like this, our
erandchildren amd great-grandchildren will be the lesser for it

Part of this renewed inferest in bars slems from the rustic look
Featured in the designs of Martha Stewan and Ralph Lauren, PES®
This € Hewse and the upscale catalogs of Plow and Hearth,
Pottery Barm and Restoration Hardware.

But this popularity might be speeding the demise of tmditional
hams as they're dismantled for their timber. The big prize: wood
thait is strong and straight with a tight grain tia cannot be replicated
todday. This wood came from trees that grew for centuries befors
being harvested in the 18th and 19th centuries,

A and-hewn bam Beam measuring 10 inches by 10 inches adids
authenticity 1o expensive houses being built from Idabo to Vermont,
Other barn woosd is milled into fooring or pancling that costs two b
five times more than new wood.

The demand for old-growth wood is so greal that salvage dealers

This rural symbol is crumbling
from decay, suburban sprawl,
changes in farming practices and
the popularity of the wood in fash-
ionably ‘rustic’ buildings

are knocking on doors and taking out newspaper ods offering o
tear down obsolete bars. The most valwable bams for timber are
at least 100 years old - the sume bams that preservationists would
like o save.

John Killebrew, owner of Bambusters of Waverly, 11, lsas taken
divwn about 200 bams in his care When | got i the business 20
years ogo, there were thousands of bams around for me o choose
from."” he says. “There's nothing lefi. | have to go to Pennsylvania
to find anything.”

When he started, Farmers let him tear down their bams for free.
Some even paid 1o ave them removed. Now. there are sometimes
hiddding wars for the right 1o demolish an old barn, Old barns lave
become so scarce that Killebrew has switched businesses 10 selling
antigque hardware on eBay. “People pay top dollar for this swff.”
he says.

Preserver of history: Marshall MeLennan, o profes-
soral Eastern Michigan University, surveys the sta-
s of the T7-year-old Parker Farm bam in October.
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Historians hope it’s not
too late to salvage barns

“The grearer the market for old barmn pars, the none endangered
old barns are,” Vermont author Visser says, “The sad irony is that
people who buy these antigues are the same opes who love old
Barns, They don't realize they are contributing 10 the demise of
what they love.”

Many people inthe b ive in saving
old bams. They only take duvm hams that are beyond repair or
scheduled for demolition. The best untique bams are often removed
whole and shipped elsewhere (o give life to an old building,

=1 used 10 feel defensive aboul caning away my state’s history,”
says Ken Epworth, owner of The Bam People in Windsor, Vi,
~Mot anymaone, ['s better thon a bam rotting on o dirt resd in New
England.”

Epwaorth recemly Bnished rebuilding o barn in Oukville, Calif.,
in the heart of Napa Valley, that had stood in Meriden. N H,
1770 1 ook five weeks 10 load the barn on foar flatbed truc
1ok foar weeks 1o rebuild it The bam is being remodeled into a
wisibors” center for Nickel and Nickel winery.

“People in Vermont take bams for granted. They shrug their
shoulders ot 200-yeas-old bams,” ke says. “In Califomia, pecple
pall esver in their cars anal say, *Cool,”

A large bam has been o landmark in the Penacook section of
Concord, N ce Henry Rolfe, the first white senber, built it in
the 1700k, The ham remained in the family until eight years ago,
Then the new owner sold it because it blocked the view from his
rach house and was costly 1o maintain. 1 had no idea people loved
the bam so much until 1 sokl .7 says John Zobel, an administrator
at o bocal church, “IT 1°d known it was so old and unique. | would
have wried o keep it in the anea”

“Ive alresdy resold it 105 subcontmctor looking for i museum-
quality bam. He sold 1o someone else,” says Robert Beucher of
Newbury, Mass., who bought # from Zobel.

Local odficials want the currenl owner to swap the bam for
another ene less noteworthy, but pegotiations have gone nowhere,
The owner reportedly wans o slip the structure west for wse as an
an gallery.

Bettcher doubts the town can keep its bam. “I's almoss
impossible to find a barn that sood. . .. Look, things change. 1 used
10 be 3 fisherman.™

0 harns are expensive - often costing buyers. 300,000 10
SE00.000 1o be shipped and reassembled, Epwonh says. Thar
doesn't inchude the cost of converting it into living space,

“Millienaires are the anly ones who con afford this swil.” says
Terry Lowder, wha's dismanling an 1888 Gothic church in Henry,
111, He has shipped bams and their pars around the woedd, from
New York to Australin, 10 movie stars and Iniemet millionaires.

=1 foel bad wiven | sce a farmer shove a big oak tree into a bam
ane bum it Lowder says, “These old bamns are valuable to me.
But 10 the modern farmer, they"re an eyesore, o hazard and a tax
liabiliy.™

Their recent popularity, though, didn'L start the disappearance
of old bams, The constraction of more than a million houses per
year for the past decade has sweps away farmband and barms even in
areas that are sgill largely rural.

“Farmers are in a tough spot.” says Barbarm Puhl, head of the
Denver office of the National Trust for Historie Preservation. “Land
is where their wealth s, When someone offers S6,000 an acre, what
are they supposed 1o-do?™

Wit by Ikl 4, Kby 4 LA TOHAY.

Stier: The Michigan resident has writien a manual abost barm
styles. Including barms that survive ai defunct fanm, there are
abut 3 million of them in the USA. But that number is deceptive.

Gory Gurerynski, president of the Nationnl Associntion of
Home Buikders, says growih restrictions in suburbs have forced
development in rural areas farther out from cities. “People are
tracling dodlars for distance, By moving farther cat, they can get
mone house for the moey,™ he says.

Even on working farms, old bams are often obsolete because of
changes in techrology, Dairy bams po longer have wooden floors
with basements 1o catch a cow’™s waste, They have cemem floors
thut are bosed clean. Or take the example of hog Farms. The nation
hacl a millicn hog Farms in 1967, Today. there are about 85000, A
bam isn't necded on a farm that gave up on pigs or on o mega-farm
that las SO0 or more higs.

“You can’t convince farmers 1o add o new roof and paint a bam
Just oo make it look cwte.” Pahl says, “The bamn has 1o have a use.”

The key is the roof. The collapsed bams that dot the countryside
wften wene ruingd by leaky roofs and water damage, A new roof on
@ 100-foot-bong, 1h-century dairy bam can cost $30,000 - more
i struciiral work is needed.

Ellen Prindle of Wasren, Conn., recounts how she wanted 1o sive
& bam on her propery that had been festured in the paintings of Eric
Sloane. a landscape artist and author of several books on barms.

“The comtrictor siid it would cost $50,000 before the first cup of
woffee,” Prindle says,

She built a new bam, instead. It was cheaper. =l couldn’t do
service to the old lady, 1o my regret,” Prindle says. The bam wis
sold and disassembled but has not been rebuilt,

Those who do restore an old barm often have 1o pay higher
property tives because of the improvement. Some Landowners get
rid of the structures by letting volunicer fire depariments bum the
bams for training. Cihers give away bams o salvage dealers who
want the antigue wood and hardware.

Some just bulldose them,

“We've had people tear down perfectly good bams for tax
reasoms, [ was heartbreaking,” savs Elizabeth Muzzey, who is
coandinating a survey of New Hampshire bams for the state.

Earlicr this year, the New Hampshire Legiclature approved a
break on property taxes for peogile whio preserve barms. The law, the
first o its kind, takes effect in 2003,

In trying 1o figure out how many bams exist, the National Trst
uses the mumber of farms as an indicator,

The United States had 6.5 million farms at the peak in 1920,
There were 2.2 million farms in 2000, Including bams that survive
on defusct farms, there are moughly 3 million bams acrss the
nation,

But that number is deceptive. Bams constructed afier Waorld War
11 are wswally built with hghweight pobes and imetal siding. The
design is inexpensive and functions

Bams hoven't attracted the preservation fervor of old bridges,
schiools and lighths Those were public 4 A belomging o
the community, Bams are privately owred. As a result, the designs
vary. Early bams were rectangular boxes based on the English
barns, They were often painted red bocause oxide-pipmented paint
was the cheapest in the Fih century, Farmihouses got fancier white
paint.

There are stone barns, 1o, And round bams from 19th-cemury
utopian movements, And bams built on slopes - grain went in the
top: livestock entered below on the other side.

'm common barm, perhaps, has been taken for granted.

1 o't want bams 1o become stanething children only see ina
book.” Pahl says. “The race is on to see if we can save the American
barn o if it will be erased from the landscape.”




