
Published by the Preservation Alliance of Minnesota “to preserve, protect, and promote Minnesota’s historic resources.”

March -  April  2009

Architectural Salvage



2 The Minnesota Preservationist

PreservationistPPrreesservervaattiiooni�e Minnesota

Volume 12, Number 2 
March - April 2009 

Published bimonthly by the  
Preservation Alliance of Minnesota 

219 Landmark Center 
75 W. Fifth Street 

Saint Paul, MN 55102-9775 
651-293-9047  

E-mail: kandre@mnpreservation.org 
Website: www.mnpreservation.org 

Board of Directors 
Claire Stokes, Saint Paul, Chair

Amy Douma, Minneapolis, Vice Chair 
Donna Stevermer, Farmington, Treasurer  

Todd Nelson, Saint Paul, Secretary
Jeff rey Allman, Rochester

Laura Faucher, AIA, Minneapolis 
Timothy Griffi  n, Saint Paul
David Kelliher, Minneapolis 

Mary Alice Kopf, Minneapolis
Renay Leone, Excelsior

Michael Logan, Minneapolis 
Ann Meyer, Farmington  

Ron Schirmer, Ph.D., Mankato
Robert Schmitz, Minneapolis 

Sarah Voigt, Lake Elmo 
Lyssa Washington, Minneapolis 

Mary Wingerd, Ph.D., Saint Paul 
JeriLynn Young, Minneapolis

Ex-Offi  cio 
Nina Archabal*, Saint Paul 

Britta Bloomberg, Saint Paul 
Will Stark**, Minneapolis 

Carolyn Sundquist**, Duluth 

Honorary Director 
Richard T. Murphy, Saint Paul 

Staff  
Bonnie McDonald, Executive Director

Erin Hanafi n Berg, Field Representative
Kelli Andre, Administrative Assistant

Marvel Anderson, Volunteer Coordinator 

Editing Team 
Kelli Andre, Editor 

Daniel Abrahamson, Design 

Contributors to this Issue  
Nicole Becken, Erin Hanafi n Berg, Roger 
Brooks, Amanda Kolson Hurley, Cynthia 
Kriha, Bonnie McDonald, Bill Morgan, 
Doug Ohman, Curt Richter, Katherine 

Scott, Claire Stokes

*State Historic Preservation Offi  cer 
**Advisor to the National Trust 

for Historic Preservation 

Th e Preservation Alliance of Minnesota is a private, 
nonprofi t, 501(c)3 organization dedicated to preserving, 
protecting, and promoting Minnesota’s historic resources.  
Th e Alliance is a Statewide Partner of the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation.  Views expressed in the 
Minnesota Preservationist do not necessarily refl ect the 
position of the Alliance or its board of directors.

Chair’s View 
By Claire Stokes 

Salvage professionals, we salute you!

When buildings aren’t saved, can’t be saved, 
or are altered, it’s good to know that not all 
need be lost.  Th is issue of Th e Minnesota 
Preservationist takes an upbeat look at the 
downside of dismantling historic places, 
and we hope this issue broadens your 
preservation horizons and you gain an 
appreciation for architectural salvage.

As you read this, the Alliance will be 
entering the third month of our 36-Month 
Strategic Direction Plan (2009–2011).  I am 
please to report that we are already working 
on a number of the goals identifi ed in the 
plan.  Let me share our activities in two areas 
that will shape and benefi t preservation in 
Minnesota.

Th e Alliance was created in 1981 primarily
to advocate for the protection and 
preservation of historic places in 
Minnesota. Advocacy remains one of our 
three most important areas of focus, but 
we also identifi ed the strategic importance 
of growing tools for preservation in 
Minnesota.  Th is is not new for us, but our 
strategic planning process clearly identifi ed 
this as a primary activity for the Alliance in 
the coming years.

Minnesota needs a State Rehabilitation 
Tax Credit program. States with rehabili-
tation tax credits use them to great advan-
tage in saving historic infrastructure and 
contributing to the economic vitality of 
communities.  A tax credit will increase the 
tax base for Minnesota.  In light of the state’s 
budget defi cit we are proceeding with cau-
tion in this legislative session to reintroduce 
a rehabilitation tax credit bill.  Th e Alliance 
has been working on this eff ort since 1999, 
and we won’t give up on this important piece 
of legislation.  Keep tuned on this one! 

Another needed critical tool is a statewide 
Main Street Program.  Th e Alliance has 
been working with our partners over the 
past year to study how best to implement 
this program.  Th is year we move forward 
with an organizational structure that 
includes two Minnesota Main Street 
Committees – an Advisory Committee 
and a smaller Steering Committee.  Th e 
Steering Committee will work to design a 
Main Street Program and will seek funding 
for the program.  Th e Alliance will function 
as the umbrella organization for the Main 
Street Program as it takes shape and the 
operational funding is secured.

Th e Alliance will keep you informed of prog-
ress on these and other eff orts to build tools 
that incentivize preservation in Minnesota.  
Watch for updates here, on our website, 
and in the Minnesota Historic Preservation 
E-Newsletter.  If you are not currently receiv-
ing the E-Newsletter, contact Kelli Andre 
at kandre@mnpreservation.org to be added 
to the distribution list.   Th is monthly com-
munication has recent news and upcoming 
event listings.  It’s a great way to stay con-
nected to the preservation community.

Claire Stokes
Chair

Claire Stokes, Chair
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Stained glass windows are common examples of 
treasures that can be found at local salvage stores, 

like this window from Architectural Antiques in 
Minneapolis.  Architectural salvage is a controversial 
topic in preservation and both the pros and cons are 
discussed at length in the following pages.  

Photo by Roger Brooks, 2009.  

On the Cover 

Much like an onion, preservation is a layered profession.  
One layer is advocacy, another is preservation policy, and 

still another is physical preservation work.  In issues past, Th e 
Minnesota Preservationist has highlighted these more common 
preservation topics. In this issue however, we turn to the lesser 
discussed, but equally important - and interesting - topic of 
architectural salvage.

Architectural salvage is somewhat of a catch-22, in that salvaging 
saves remnants of our heritage, but at the same time, salvage is only 
possible because our built heritage is being destroyed.  Personal 
opinions on salvage vary.  Th ere are those that tout the practice 
as a fi nal way to save pieces of our heritage from buildings and 
structures slated for demolition.  Th ey believe it is best to save what 
you can from a building that is going to be demolished, rather than 
see re-usable items be resigned to a landfi ll.  Th en there are those 
that fear that architectural pieces are being removed from historic 
buildings that are vacant, waiting for reuse, or not necessarily 
going to be torn down.  Th e loss of historic integrity to both the 
building and the salvaged pieces are of utmost concern.

With today’s current economic climate and troubled housing 
market, salvage has taken a new twist, as stories of vacant homes 
being stripped of their copper piping, or stories of homeowners 
selling off  architectural fi xtures for quick cash, become more 
prevalent.  Check out eBay or Craigslist right now and you will 
discover that the market is fl ooded with such pieces.  But not 
all salvage is bad.  Salvage yards that are legitimately authorized 
to salvage are reporting higher demand for their products as 
homeowners and property owners turn to salvage warehouses 
looking for authentic pieces, such as doors and windows to use in 
the restoration of their own properties.  

Whether you like, dislike, or the jury is still out on salvage, 
we hope you appreciate this issue. Two feature articles from 
practicing salvagers are contrasted with articles that discuss 
both the pros and the cons of the industry to give a well-rounded 
overview of the topic.  While we at Th e Minnesota Preservationist 
are not advocating for or against salvage, we hope that this issue 
sheds some much needed light on the topic and encourages you to 
discover more.  

Kelli Andre
Editor

Editor’s Notes 
By Kelli Andre 
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This Old 
Stuff:

Architectural 
Salvage enters the 

Mainstream

By Amanda Kolson Hurley

This article originally appeared 
in the July/August 2006

edition of  The National Trust 
for Historic Preservation’s 
“Preservation” magazine.  
Reprinted with permission

Standing tall admit piles of clutter, it instantly caught my eye, its 
cool bronze and steel and glass throwing off the dim afternoon 

light. Its lines were impossibly sleek, its details stylish and vaguely 
Oriental. I was smitten. But taking it home would have cost $15,000, 
far more than I could afford. 

My crush that day was on an art deco ticket booth. I encountered 
it the way many Americans come upon similar objects: during a 
weekend browse through an architectural salvage warehouse. In 
Baltimore, where I live, the biggest salvage operation by far is Second 
Chance, Inc., a nonprofit that has more than 100,000 square feet 
of salvage warehouse space behind the city’s professional football 
stadium. Founded in 2002, Second Chance has grown into one of 
the leading salvage businesses on the East Coast and now employs 
more than 30 people. 

The ticket booth, I later learned, had been plucked from the 
Convention Hall at the Philadelphia Civic Center, an imposing 
art deco landmark built in 1931. The hall--where FDR received 
the nomination for his second term as president--was razed 
last year. But not before the University of Pennsylvania Health 
System, which owned the building and whose expansion led to the 
demolition, awarded Second Chance a contract to salvage the hall’s 
rich interior. 

Last January, shadowing local union workers who showed them how 
to handle certain architectural elements, Second Chance trainees 
gleaned multicolored terra-cotta, oversized light fixtures, and 
leaded-glass windows from the hall, abandoned more than 15 years 
ago. By any standard, the yield was incredible. Yet it could have been 
more substantial, said Second Chance’s executive director, a brawny, 
friendly man named Mark Foster. 

As we chatted in his Baltimore office one morning, Foster explained 
why. Although Penn Health System had granted Second Chance 
permission to salvage, once the demolitionists showed up, ownership 
of the building immediately transferred to them. (This arrangement 
is typical.) And time is money in the wrecking trade: The demo guys 
generally don’t want to wait around while salvagers cherry-pick more 
decorations. Salvagers, meanwhile, have to prioritize and be realistic 
about what they can and can’t save. Foster still talks wistfully about 
the carved limestone arches at the Civic Center that his crew simply 
didn’t have time to take down. 

Why do developers, homeowners, and institutions like Penn Health 
System seek out Second Chance? To limit the historical losses from 
a teardown, yes; but there are other, more obviously compelling 
reasons. “The economics are good for developers who work with 
Second Chance instead of the demolition man only,” Foster told 
me, leaning back behind a desk overspread with yellow reports on 
upcoming jobs. When they bring in a 501(c)3 organization like 
Second Chance, property owners can claim a tax deduction on the 
entire appraised value of the materials to be salvaged. For developers, 
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Terra Cotta decorative piece from Architectural Antiques in Minneapolis.
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there’s also a public relations benefit. Even if 
a demolition is controversial, they can tout 
themselves as preservation minded. 

In the end, Second Chance had 90 days to 
strip Convention Hall of its finery, now on 
display at the organization’s south Baltimore 
premises. In Warehouse No.2, where 
hundreds of wood doors march in tight 
lines like dominoes, one small room is filled 
exclusively with stunning ironwork-grates, 
grilles, and so on. A homemade poster on a 
nearby wall suggests that the objects could be 
turned into distinctive bedroom headboards. 
Some have already sold for $600 and more. 

No one would argue that such exqui-
site pieces, transplanted to city lofts and
suburban bungalows, would be better off in 
the landfill. But what happened in Philadel-
phia is a good illustration of the salvager’s 
complicated role in saving doomed historic 
buildings or at least fragments of them. Is 
Foster a preservationist? He’s adamant that 
he is: “We’re not involved in the debate over 
demolishing buildings,” he said. “Our role 
is played once the battle [to save a building] 
has been lost. We ensure that preservation 
of some of the fabric takes place--we mitigate 
the loss.” Paradoxically, however, the success 
of his enterprise depends on old buildings 
being razed. His group’s annual fundraiser 
is called the “Wrecker’s Ball,” a name that 
would make many a preservationist queasy. 

Welcome to the hard-headed, somewhat 
obscure, often contradictory trade of 
architectural salvage. The more of her 
heritage America tears down, the more the 
industry thrives. 

Even to call architectural salvage an “indus-
try” is misleading: The word suggests a degree 
of cohesion that simply doesn’t exist. Dealers 
in architectural artifacts or fragments are a 
disparate and fiercely independent bunch. 
The larger businesses--mainly for-profits--
sometimes work together, agreeing, for ex-
ample, to split a particularly good haul. But 
this occasional cooperation does little to dent 
the every-man-for-himself ethic. “Everyone’s 
a bit of a rebel,” noted Stuart Grannen, who 
founded Chicago’s Architectural Artifacts, 

Inc., in 1987. “Very few people are interested 
in organizing anything.” 

There is no national trade association for 
salvagers to join, no annual convention 
they can attend. And because of the trade’s 
amorphous nature, statistics are hard to come 
by. But there are signs of surging growth. “It’s 
on fire,” said Rich Ellis of Roanoke, Va., who 
launched a newsletter called Architectural 

Salvage News in 2004. “People love salvage 
right now.” Second Chance--which has never 
advertised, relying on word of mouth instead-
-is currently expanding into Philadelphia 
and Washington, D.C. New York City’s 
Olde Good Things recently opened a store 
in Chicago, which joins its two others in 
Manhattan, a fourth in Los Angeles, and a 
warehouse in Scranton. “Demand is stronger 
than ever,” according to manager Kevin 
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Brass door handles found at Architectural Antiques.

Browne.  Meanwhile, “architectural antiques” is one of the fastest-
growing categories on eBay. 

As new-home construction sets records across the country (last 
year, work began on more than 1.7 million single-family  homes, an 
all-time high), owners of expensive custom-built houses scour local 
stores or the Internet for just the right personalizing touch, like 
Victorian stained glass for a transom window. Popular television 
shows such as This Old House and Trading Spaces have made viewers 
more aware of salvage and how salvaged items can be used in 
renovations or additions. 

With all this demand, salvage companies are finding it increasingly 
necessary to distinguish themselves in some way. Baltimore’s 
Second Chance does this by offering a training program for low-
income workers, teaching them about carpentry and architectural 
elements. And it practices what’s known as deconstruction-the art 
of disassembling a structure so that as many elements as possible 
can be reused. Whereas a typical salvage operation strips away 
the Outer layer of a building--doors, moldings, mantelpieces, 
and so on--deconstruction probes deeper, down to the bones: old 
brickwork, supporting wood beams, the whole plumbing system. 
Deconstruction is systematic and thorough, and it minimizes 

waste. Because it can work in conjunction with “green” building 
techniques, reducing the need for new materials, deconstruction 
has taken off in the environmentally conscious Pacific Northwest. 
There, even salvagers who don’t practice deconstruction are 
committed environmentalists. “We divert a tremendous amount of 
tonnage each month from the landfills, which we’re proud of,” said 
Michael Armstrong, co-owner of Second Use in Seattle, a business 
that deals mainly in used doors, windows, cabinets, and flooring, 
rather than architectural details. “If something is usable, why throw 
it away?” Armstrong asked. Conserving the environment “is my 
motivation, l10 percent,” he emphasized. 

To Grannen, setting himself apart from the mainstream of the 
salvage trade is all-important. “They might have one good fireplace 
in their store,” he said of the competition. ‘We’ll have 400 that are 
killers. We really strive to be the best.” Grannen likes to think of 
what he sells as fine art and prides himself on an inventory that is 
deeper and aesthetically richer than any other in the country. This 
fall, Architectural Artifacts, Inc., will open an 18,000-square-foot 
museum in downtown Chicago to display its most important pieces, 
including original windows from Frank Lloyd Wright houses. “We 
deal in some pretty high-end things, not just a pile of old bathtubs,” 
he said, a slight edge of derision in his voice. 
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Even on the phone, Grannen’s cowboy 
swagger is unmistakable (he boasted to me 
that he’d just bought a historic mansion 
in Buenos Aires, sight unseen). But he 
has serious grievances about the lack of 
professionalism in the industry. “Maybe I’ll 
show up on Saturday; maybe I won’t” is how 
he summed up the prevailing attitude. In one 
respect at least, the absence of industry-wide 
standards ought to trouble the preservation 
community: There are no settled rules on 
what dealers should and shouldn’t accept 
if the origins of an item are murky or if the 
person trying to sell it seems shady. 

“There is a black market because there’s high 
demand and prices have gone up,” said Patty 
Williams, a co-owner of Wooden Nickel 
Antiques in Cincinnati, which specializes 
in stained glass and historic wood bars. 
“It’s amazing how much stuff is stolen,” In 
the late 1995, for example, New Orleans 
detectives cracked a major crime ring 
trafficking in statues, wrought-iron benches, 
marble urns, and other artifacts from the 
city’s historic cemeteries. Those implicated 
ranged from heroin-addicted petty thieves to 
wealthy, respected antiques dealers and even 
preservationists. 

More recently, the Chicago Tribune reported 
on a spate of thefts from renovated historic 
properties around the city. Over an 
eight-week period in 2003, thieves took 
antique woodwork valued at more than 
$75,000—including mantels and fluted 
pillars from a 1930s apartment building being 
converted into condos. Those pieces most 
likely ended up on the black market, sold on 
the Internet to unscrupulous dealers. 

Across the Atlantic, a small London-based 
organization called Salvo provides an 
information and support network for dealers 
in architectural antiques throughout the 
United Kingdom and Ireland. Since 1992, 
founder Thornton Kay has issued theft alerts 
to salvagers and the police when valuable 
pieces are reported missing. The system 
works, said Kay: “In the 1980s, things were 
being stolen from heritage properties and 
sold abroad--statues, garden features. Theft 

alerts made it very much harder, and the 
criminals stopped bothering.” 

Kay also encourages dealers to adhere to the 
“Salvo Code,” which stipulates such ethical 
working practices as not buying an item “if 
there is the slightest suspicion that it may 
be stolen,” not knowingly buying items from 
protected historical properties, writing down 
the license plate number of the seller and 
asking to see his or her ID, and so on. Some 
130 dealers have signed on to this voluntary 
code and are now policed by their peers. 

“It’s not in their interest to deal in stolen stuff,” 
Kay insisted.  “Once you start down that 
road, every tea leaf [Cockney rhyming slang 
for ‘thief ’] in the area will be bringing stolen 
stuff to your yard. It’ll happen so quickly that 
you’ll get arrested.” He mentioned a man who 
bought and sold stolen Tiffany glass, briefly, 
before getting caught. “You can’t sustain a 
trade in stolen anything for long.” 

Since 1995, Dwight Young has offered up 
his witty, sometimes tart observations 

on the presence of the past on the National 
Trust’s magazine, Preservation’s Back Page 
column. When asked for his views on 
architectural salvage, Young--the National 
Trust’s senior communications associate--
wavered a little. “Twenty years ago, I looked on 
(salvagers) sort of suspiciously.” He recalled. 
“I thought they were like vultures, gathering 
these sad remnants of good buildings. Now, 
I don’t know. They’re becoming a really 
valuable resource for people who are restoring 
old buildings.” 

Young’s ambivalence reflects broader chang-
es in the American preservation movement 
since its genesis in the 1960s. Back then, 
historic landmarks, notably, New York’s 
original Penn Station, an architectural mas-
terpiece, could be razed even if there was a 
public outcry. Today, thankfully, the battle 
to raise awareness of preservation’s worth has 
largely been won. On the whole, Americans 
value old buildings and want to protect them 
or future generations. Meanwhile, preserva-
tionists, backed by a strong public mandate, 
can afford to be pragmatic. Not every his-

toric building can or should be saved, many 
readily admit. 

In this spirit, some preservationists are now 
embracing salvage. One group in North 
Carolina, Preservation Greensboro, has 
operated a salvage arm, called Architectural 
Salvage of Greensboro, since 1995. It keeps 
its two-story showroom, a former Packard 
dealership, stocked with a wide inventory of 
doors, flooring, lighting fixtures, and mantels. 
A paid salesperson works the floor part-time, 
the S.WA.T. (Saving Worn Architectural 
Treasures) teams that glean materials from 
houses prior to demolition are composed of 
volunteers who are trained and supervised in 
removal. 

Architectural Salvage of Greensboro brings 
in $20,000 to $25,000 a year, money that is 
then plowed back into renovations and other 
community projects. “It’s a public face to our 
organization, a way to include more people,” 
said Benjamin Briggs, executive director of 
Preservation Greensboro. The approach, he 
explained, also “opens up a whole dynamic of 
craftsmanship into the discussion of historic 
preservation.” Preservation Greensboro’s 
success inspired another North Carolina 
group, the Historic Wilmington Foundation, 
to venture into salvage six years ago. Its side 
business, Wilmington Architectural Salvage, 
is smaller than Greensboro’s and entirely 
volunteer-staffed (and currently closed, after 
the foundation failed to find a new space). 
Even so, it has not only kept high-quality 
architectural pieces out of the landfill but 
also placed them in historic houses within 
the same region. 

Last year, the Trust gave a National 
Preservation Honor Award to the Bosco-
Milligan Foundation of Portland, Ore. Jerry 
Bosco and Ben Milligan were craftsmen and 
preservationists who salvaged thousands of 
items from demolition sites over a period of 
25 years. Their collection is now displayed 
at the foundation’s 40000-square-foot 
Architectural Heritage Center, where visitors 
can learn about building crafts and historic 
architecture. 




