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Restoration of SUNY
Osvvego’s Sheldon Hall

BY PAMELA JEROME. CARL ROTHBARI AND DOUGLAS EMILIO

I
Located in central New York State, at
the heart of State University of New
York at Oswego campus, Sheldon
Hall was constructed from 1911 to

1913. It was built as the new home for
the Oswego Normal School founded
by Dr. Edward Austin Sheldon, who
is noted for developing the object
method of teaching in response to the
inadequacies he saw in the traditional
rote method. As his graduates spread
across the country to teach, the

‘Oswego Method’ became popularized
throughout the nation. Today, the
school’s original building sits proudly,
serving as the gateway to the 690-

acre campus along Lake Ontario. The
historic and architectural significance of
the building was formally recognized
in 1980, when it was added to both
the New York State and the National
Registers of Historic Places.

The objective of the project, for the
university and State University
Construction Fund, was to restore the
exterior envelope of Sheldon Hall to a
safe, enduringly sound, and watertight
condition, and to a historically and
aesthetically appropriate appearance.
The restoration had to respect the special
architectural and historic character of

the building, and reinforce Sheldon
Hall’s central position in the identity and
overall institutional image of the campus.

Building description
Sheldon Hall, a three-story building,
was designed in the collegiate Neo
Classical style, characterized by its
symmetrical geometry and brick façade
with classically styled elements. The
building’s plan is arranged around
a central block with flanking, east
and west wings. Classical accents are
primarily in glazed terra cotta and
limestone. It is home to admissions,
classrooms, student dormitories and
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childcare center. A large auditorium
addition extends directly north.

The building is constructed of load-
bearing masonry with steel framing
at the hipped roofs. The main roofs
were clad with copper standing-seam
and batten-seam roofing, while the
lower flat roofs originally had built-up
roofing systems. The façades are buff-
colored brick with a white-glazed terra
cotta cornice, panels and balustrades,
keystones, brackets, copings, window
sills and door surrounds, and a belt
course. There is a limestone base and
water table. The south elevation of the
central block is dominated by a large
Ionic portico atop monumental steps
leading to the building’s main entrance
at the second story. The portico’s
pediment, entablature, and six columns
are composed of white-glazed terra
cotta, while the plain tympanum and
roundel accents of the frieze are of
white marble. The classical motif is
continued in copper through the cupola,
which rises from the central portion of
the building.

Existing conditions
WASA/Studio A began the project with
archival research, a detailed hands-on

existing conditions assessment using
articulating man-lifts and tablet-based
computers running AutoCAD to
record deficiencies linked to digital
photographs (TPAS), probes, materials
analyses, and hazardous-materials
testing. Fourteen destructive probes
were performed to the roofs and
masonry to expose concealed conditions.
The probes reviewed: yhe condition of
below-grade damp-proofing; concealed
terra-cotta anchorage; typical metal
rafter and bearing plates; the condition
of the gutter substrate below the EPDM
and modified-bitumen membranes;
the wood sheathing over the concrete
slab at the main steep-slope roofs;
the condition beneath a low-slope
membrane roof; and steel beams at the
portico soffit. Almost all of the steel
and anchors embedded in masonry
had varying degrees of corrosion. The
membranes at the gutter and lower
roof were saturated. In addition, loose
concrete rubble was found beneath the
wood sheathing of the sheet-metal roofs.

Although the majority of the brickwork
was in fair condition with limited
evidence of deterioration, there were
areas of open joints and locations of
previous unsuccessful re-pointing

campaigns. At the parapets, the
underlying structural steel was
corroding, causing damage to the
adjacent materials, including cracking
of mortar joints and brick units, and
displacement of brickwork. Step cracks
at the corners and horizontal cracks
along the length of the parapets were
typical conditions observed.

During prior maintenance cycles, the
brick mortar joints at the parapet
level were re-pointed with a Portland
cement-based mix that was too hard
for the historic brickwork. Original
mortar behind the repointing layer was
typically sandy in consistency. Samples
were analyzed in order to provide the
primary characteristics of the mortar.
Mortar also was in poor condition at
the horizontal bedding joints along the
terra cotta cornice and below the terra
cotta coping stones. Although lad
coated-copper sheet metal was applied
to the top of the cornice and copings, it
was not installed as thru-wall flashing
and was not watertight with numerous
failed soldered joints and inadequate
terminations.

The lower level terra-cotta elements
were generally sound. Most of the
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parapet level and portico units exhibited
crazing, a result of minor thermal
movement or differential expansion
between the terra-cotta bisque and the
glaze, which is a common condition
with age. Additional deterioration
was the result of pitting, caused by
impurities left within the bisque during
the manufacturing process, which are
hygroscopic in nature and expand once
they are exposed to moisture. Many
of the terra cotta units had older patch
repairs to the glazing and, to a lesser
extent, the bisque, but the vast majority
of those repairs were failing. Horizontal
cracking and displacement above
several windows were noted, indicative
of corroding steel. In several instances,
the terra-cotta pieces were missing or
partially missing, and temporary wood
infill patches were in place.

The windows were wood, double-
hung units typically comprising
16-divided lites within each sash. In
general, the wood frames and previous
consolidation repairs were sound.
However, the single-paned glazing
provided little thermal resistance in
the harsh winter months; consequently,
the windows had been retrofitted with
interior storm windows on the west
wing. Glazing putty was typically
brittle, and sealant at the perimeter of
the window frames was “alligatored.”
The condition of the window paint

varied from poor to fair. Nearly all of
the windows had deteriorated paint at
the sills and end-grains of the windows
stops. A paint analysis of the existing
layers was performed to determine the
historic color of the windows.

The roofs of the west and east wings
were a hipped, standing-seam copper
sheet-metal comprising 16”-wide pans.
The gutters had been lined mainly
with EPDM that extended to the roof
edge. The EPDM at the east wing was
being held in place with sand bags.
Some sheet-metal roofing had been
replaced, and in one area, the sheet
metal has been damaged by uplifting
winds and refastened. The roof of
the main building was a batten-seam
copper sheet-metal roof with the cupola
located at the intersection of the east
and west transepts. Seams were open
within the valleys. Rust staining of the
copper had occurred in areas adjacent
to the ferrous lightning protection. The
copper skylights displayed significant
section loss, broken glass, and failing
sealant. We also reviewed the underside
of the concrete roof deck, and found
patterns of ongoing water infiltration
and minor spalling. The lower roofs at
the northwest and northeast wings of
the building were covered with EPDM
and modified-bitumen membranes in
fair-to-poor condition, secured with
termination bars and mostly lacking

counter-flashing.

The cupola is visually divided into
three distinct horizontal sections: the
balustrade, followed by the main body
that has engaged columns, pilasters
and louvers, topped by a copper
dome and weathervane. The copper
sheeting of the cupola dome had impact
damage. Several of the balustrades were
damaged or missing.

The existing entry stairs, originally
limestone, had been replaced and had
undergone periodic ineffectual repairs,
including applications of parging and
paint. At the cheek walls, open joints
had allowed water to penetrate, causing
significant damage during freeze-thaw
cycles. Salts, introduced through the use
of Portland cement-based mortar within
the masonry joints, had encouraged the
formation of efflorescence.

The concrete retaining walls at the
south elevation areaways showed
signs of continued and prolonged
water infiltration, including cracking,
efflorescence, biological growth, and
calcium-carbonate deposits. We noted
that the concrete slabs were also
deteriorated, and no longer had positive
slope to the drains.

Restoration program
There were several factors influencing
the extensive deterioration of the
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the reconstructed parapet.
Drawing by WASA/Studio A

Restored side entrance of Sheldon Hall.
Photo by Alexander Severin

parapet. Rather than apply more short-
term repairs, we opted to rebuild the
parapet in its entirety. This permitted
repair and treatment of the underlying
steel. In addition, the east-wing vent
stacks were demolished and rebuilt to
match existing dimensions, profiles and
aesthetics.

The terra cotta glaze exhibited the most
deterioration, whereas the structural
integrity of the units was typically
sound. Although it was possible to
salvage actual units, patching the
terra cotta was not viewed as a cost-
effective, long-term solution. In addition,
based on the on-site mock-ups, the
aesthetics of the finished patches
were not particularly inconspicuous,
and extensive use of this necessary
repair method would have produced
an unsightly building. Furthermore,
this did not resolve the issue of the
hygroscopic inclusions within the terra
cotta, an inherent weakness. Therefore,
the terra cotta that exhibited cracking
through the block and “popping” of
the glaze, mainly located at the parapet
level, the cornice, the cracked terra-cotta
lintels, as well as the columns at the
building’s main entrance, was replaced

According to the material-testing report,
there was a sealer on the outer face of
the limestone. Therefore, following on-
site testing, a stronger cleaning chemical
was used to first remove the coating,
and atmospheric pollutants were then
removed with an alkaline cleaner. For
the brickwork, areas of atmospheric
staining and biological growth
were cleaned with an acidic cleaner.
Dutchmen were installed where the
limestone had suffered impact damage,
and damaged brickwork was selectively
replaced in adjacent locations.

Based on the mortar analysis and the
materials to be pointed, we specified a
high lime, soft mortar mix with a ratio
of 1:1.5:5, Portland cement:lime:sand
for general spot re-pointing, and a 1:1:5
Type N mortar mix for rebuilding of the
parapet.

Although the existing wood windows at
Sheldon Hall could have been restored,
the client opted for SHPO-approved
replicas in aluminum that provided
thermally-broken double-glazed

Rebuilt parapet under constr’
Photo by WASA/Studlo A

with new terra-cotta replicas. Soiled
surfaces of terra cotta to remain were
gently cleaned.
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double-hung units for all but the eight
windows protected below the portico,
which were restored. Both a field mock
up of a restored original window and
an aluminum replacement were used to
assist the client in making a decision.

For the low-slope roofs, all membranes
were removed down to the substrate,
and a three-ply SBS modified-bitumen
system was installed. Copper through-
wall counter-flashing was added where
it was la6king. At the main roofs, new
copper standing-seam roofs were
installed over ice-and-water shield and
new plywood decking fastened to the
existing concrete decks, which required
some patching. The gutters received
a fleece-reinforced liquid-applied
waterproofing membrane, and all
drains were replaced with new bronze
drain bodies and strainers. A heat-trace
system was installed at the main-roof
gutters, as well as an OSHA-compliant
fall-protection system. A new lightning-
protection system was also installed.
Additionally, chimneys and vent/stacks
received caps and were flashed.

At the cupola, because the thickness of
the sheet metal directly corresponds to
the longevity of the material, damaged,
severely deteriorated and missing
copper elements were replaced with
20-oz copper wherever possible. A
bird-control system consisting of nylon
square-mesh netting was applied to

control bird-nesting problems. A new
clock mechanism with four new clock
faces was installed to replicate the
long missing originals. A new lighting
system of linear LED’s and metal-halide
fixtures spotlighted the cupola’s ornate
design, and has become a beacon for the
community. The weather-vane was also
restored to its original condition.

The existing entry stairs were replaced
with new granite treads supported on
a new concrete support system. The
cheek-wall limestone was replaced
with new stone to match the original.
Elsewhere, cracked stonework was
repaired with ducthmen. The limestone
water table was also selectively repaired.

For the areaways, the planting beds
were excavated and new damp-
proofing with footing drains installed.
The existing concrete slabs of the “floors”
were removed and replaced, and new
drains and pipes connected to the
existing drainage system. New parging
finished the outboard elevations of the
areaway walls.

Following a three-and-a-half year
and $10-million restoration program,
Sheldon Hall is now fully restored in
time for its 100th-year anniversary.
Sheldon Hall is again the proud flagship
building for the SUNY Oswego campus,
as it rightfully deserves to be, given its
significance. “It is wonderful to have
Sheldon Hall, which is so intertwined

with the college’s identity, finally
and fully restored,” says President
Deborah F. Stanley, in the Summer 2013
edition of the SUNY Oswego Alumni
Newsletter.
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Sheldon Hall, the fiaMijp building of the SUNY Oswego
campus, was restored in time for its 100th anniversary.
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30.1 IINT[B 2014


