Bartels Lodge history study sought
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A study of the history of the former Bartels Lodge in Pownal has been requested. Photo: Peter Crabtree
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Tuesday, June 19

POWNAL — The Select Board is seeking bids to raze the former Bartels Lodge on Center Street, a move that some in town would like to see halted. 

"We went out to bid in two ways: one to remove it and the other to remove it with salvage," said Chairman Nelson Brownell. 

The announcement of the action coincided with the Historical Society's intention to look into designating the entire Pownal Center area as a historical district. Kenneth Held of the Historical Society has begun a title search for the Bartels house to uncover the history. 

"We are trying to find as much as we can about it because time is a factor," said Held. 

Held has learned that the Bartels house was listed on an 1856 map and was owned by an Honorable Benoni Thompson. 

In the early 1900s, American Impressionist painter Frank Vincent DuMond, who taught painters such as John Marin, Norman Rockwell and Georgia O'Keeffe, would take students from the Art Students League, based in New York, to the house in the summer. It is not clear whether those artists visited the Pownal site, but artists would use it as a boarding house while they painted under DuMond's tutelage. 

The house is also known to have housed women residents during the 1930s as they made "friendship quilts." The women would make a quilt square with their names and birthdays listed in the middle of the square. The squares would be put together with the other women's squares to create a quilt for each other. Around the same time Clyde Peckham ran the house as the Mountain View Inn, Held said. 

In 1946, the entire town center was the cover photo for the United Nation's Weekly Bulletin, and it was also pictured on the cover of Vermont Life in 1960. These views helped give Pownal the nickname, Peaceful Valley, said Held. 

"It's not something that just popped up yesterday," said his wife, Joyce Held. 

William Bartels purchased the house in 1964 and rented rooms in it for many years. He owned it until two fires damaged it in 2006 and then sold it to the town. Recently, the town has looked to build town offices at the location in cooperation with the town rescue squad. 

The property was purchased with a municipal building in mind, said Brownell. "A town hall is very much needed at this time," he said. 

The building has not been maintained, was damaged by the fires and has a leaky ceiling. The support beams may be salvageable, said Brownell. 

"There is a lot of speculation of what it can or can't be," said Brownell. "The key is we need to know what the cost is." 

A few years ago, according to Brownell, contractors estimated that the cost to tear the building down would be in the range of $10,000 to $12,000. 

"We might not be able to do anything without the funding," he said. 

According to Select Board member Stephen Kauppi, the town sought bids to remove the building out of a desire to avoid liability. People can easily enter the building and get hurt or damage it. Further, the holes in the roof continue to allow water in to destroy beams that could be salvaged. Removing it, said Kauppi, would allow for the town to salvage pieces of the old building. 

"In my eyes, it's not feasible for us to sit back for a year," said Kauppi. 

Kauppi said that he would like to see the town make a decision on the building quickly, but a good utilization of the building has not be presented. 

"I've been pushing to make a decision," he said. "I love that old building." 

The bids were sought for the Select Board to get an estimate. They currently do not have the funding to build a new town office, so they had considered joining the Pownal Rescue Squad in building on the Bartels house site, but the squad has recently received a donation of land elsewhere to build a new headquarters. 

Squad Chief Scott Feathers said last week that the squad will focus more attention on building on the new location but will still keep the Bartels option open. 

Upon the request of Eve Pearce, who is heading the effort for a historical designation, discussion about the house has been added to the agenda for Thursday's Select Board meeting. Raymond Rodrigues of Roizen Road has encouraged citizens to attend the meeting. 

"What I'm trying to do is to have time to study it," said Rodrigues. "One of the problems in Pownal is that we're gradually losing some of the old buildings. Any time we lose any historic building it is a serious loss." 

Kauppi disagrees with doing a study on the building. "I don't believe in a study because it takes too long," said Kauppi. The longer the town lets the building sit dormant, the weaker and less salvageable the support beams will be, according to Kauppi. 

Rodrigues said that the old buildings create a feeling when you walk onto the street that would be lost with the destruction of the Bartels house. 

"You can stand in the street and see 200-year-old buildings all around you," he said. "We're hoping we can preserve that." 

Barber Pond Road resident Kathy Gaffney believes that the historic feel of Pownal attracts visitors and is essential to the town's character. 

"Having it dismantled and sold to the 'highest bidder' and shipped out of our town and/or our state does absolutely nothing to preserve Pownal's history as an early settlement and art colony. As I've been known to mention in the past, visitors and tourists to Vermont do not wish to eye large scattering of new developments and single level ranch type structures devoid of history and character," said Gaffney in a letter to the editor. "The town of Bennington has a historical district, the town of Williamstown has a historical district, why not Pownal?" 

