
One-Page Suggestions on the Future Use of the 
Nichewaug Inn Buildings and Site 

PLEASE NOTE: The following one-page ‘proposals’ were submitted by Petersham 
residents in response to an invitation at the November 7, 2018 Forum meeting 
to submit a one-page suggestion for the future of the Nichewaug buildings and 
site.  Statements contained within have NOT been fact-checked by any town 
official or staff person as to conformity with official records or minutes.  At this 
stage, the emphasis is on articulating possibilities and understanding the 
reasoning behind viewpoints.  PLEASE do not quote statements of ‘fact’ based 
on these documents. 
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The Nichewaug Inn is the perfect example of a White Elephant November 2018

Once upon a time, long long ago the King of Siam gave rare albino elephants to courtiers who 
had displeased him, so that they might be ruined by the animals' upkeep costs.
     In modern English usage the term now refers to an extravagant but ineffectual gift that cannot 
be easily disposed of and most especially to an extremely expensive building project that fails 
to deliver on its function and/or becomes very costly to maintain.
     If the King of Siam were to come back to earth in the guise of a wealthy benefactor, and 
bless The Town of Petersham with a gift of say, 15 or 20 million dollars (or a guaranteed loan 
of the same amount,) we would be wise to refuse it.
1) I feel strongly that the decision to demolish the Nichewaug should be made first. Even if we
cannot find the funds immediately we should at least agree upon the necessity for demolition.
Then there should be a planning process to decide what happens next.
2) If you force me to choose now, I am strongly in favor of open space. But I think that the process for
making that decision should be based upon an extensive public process and vote at Town Meeting.

I would like to submit the following facts to support my White Elephant position.

25 COMMON STREET – PROPERTY FACTS:
- The building has had minimal use since 1973 – 45 years – when the Academy school ceased operation

and a handful of Sisters remained on site.
- The building has been unoccupied & unused since 1985 -- 33 years -- when the Sisters sold it after

a long period  of looking for a buyer. During those 33 years, NO owner or developer has solved the
fundamental financial formula of investment benefit for the owner versus viable real estate demand.

- Over the years, the Town has voted to change Zoning By-Laws to allow some uses by Special Permit
but no owner/developer has ever made use of those zoning allowances.

- Subsequent private owners over the past 33 years have done little to protect their “asset.” Recent owners
have “wasted” their asset.

- The last private owner of the building ripped out copper and other fixtures from the building and performed
no  building maintenance or upkeep before defaulting on their mortgage loan.

- The private owner prior to the last owner never used the property and kept it for exactly the 10 year period
legally allowed for tax benefit purposes and then sold it at auction.

- The building is a regular target of break-ins and vandalism.
- In 2017, a criminal break-in involved 7 hours of police response from 6 area Police Depts. and the

State’s regional SWAT response team.
- The Police Dept. responds regularly at all times of day & night to the alarm going off at the building,

though frequently due to animals, the police must always respond.
- Used candles lit by trespassers and vandals have been found in the building since Town ownership.
- Due to unsafe conditions, the Fire Chief has declared & posted the building as 'No Entry’ for fire personnel

in the event of fire response.
- Portions of the building are collapsing internally and externally.
- In 2010, residents voted 149-2 at Special Town Meeting to demolish the building upon receipt of grant funding.
- During the 2010 Town Meeting focused on property disposition, a break-in occurred requiring police response.
- The neighborhood surrounding the property is one of the densest, tightest, most intimate neighborhoods in

Petersham with multiple shared driveways, small lot sizes, back lot houses, and multiple public use properties.
Any use or reuse of the property needs to consider these factors very carefully.

- In current condition, none of the following building codes meet compliance – structural, seismic, energy,
electrical, plumbing, life safety, ADA access, lead paint, sprinkler requirements, septic Title V.

- On a regular day-to-day basis, during the ten years since the electricity was turned off in 2008,
the basement level of the Academy wing has been flooded in 4 feet of standing water.

- Building codes -- both public use and residential -- have become more restrictive and expensive over time;
the cost of construction and re-development has increased since 2007 when the Town accepted and since
1985 when the Sisters sold. The base cost to renovate the existing 100,000 square feet building using a
construction figure of just  $150 per square foot would be $15,000,000.

- Town-owned real estate can be transferred in only two ways: Via a correct RFP method and via public auction.
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