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INTRODUCTION
The designation of The Ropewalk as a Boston Landmark was initiated in 1988 
after a petition was submitted by a Boston Landmarks commissioner to the 
Boston Landmarks Commission asking that the Commission designate the 
exterior and interior of the property under the provisions of Chapter 772 of the 
Acts of 1975, as amended. The purpose of such a designation is to recognize and 
protect “areas, sites, structures and fixtures” that in whole or part have 
historical, cultural, social, architectural, or aesthetic significance.

Information added in January 2024 by staff of the Boston Planning & 
Development Agency (BPDA, formerly the BRA) to update key information. 
Please see Sections 5, 6, and 7 for the added language. For example, the original 
petition recommended designating the exterior and interior. The interior is no 
longer intact, that recommendation has been amended to be an exterior only 
designation. Therefore, language regarding interior elements has been removed.   

The Navy Yard was decommissioned on July 1, 1974, and a portion was 
conveyed to the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA), today known as the 
BPDA, in 1978. Development of the CNY is guided by the Charlestown Navy 
Yard Program of Preservation and Utilization, which suggests land uses and has 
established design guidelines in the area through a unique parcel specific system. 
This document covers all parcels in the Navy Yard, including the Ropewalk 
building, and highlights proposed treatment of each building for preservation, 
demolition, or rehabilitation. 















































































3.3 Re lationship to Criteria for Landmark Designation: 

The rop8"'alk 
designation, as 

building clearly meets the criteria fo r Landmark 
defined in Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975 as follows: 

(1) As a structure identified promine ntly with an important aspect of 
the economic and social history of the city, the Commonwealth and 
the New England region, and the nation, that is, the manufacture of 
rope for the entire U.S. Navy from its early history until the most 
modern period.

(2) As a structure representative of eleme nts of architect ural design 
embodying distinctive ch aracteristics of a type inherently valuable 
for study of Greek Revival, Boston Granite Style architecture and 
ropewalk constructi on, together comprising a unique resource in the 
United States,

(3) As a notable work of Alexander Parris, an architect whose work 
influenced the development of the city and its environs.

42 



4.0 ECONOMIC STATUS 

4.1 Current Assessed Value and Property Tax: 

There is no separate assessment available for the ropewa lk. It is 
included in an assessment parcel that includes the entire Historic 
Monument Ares of the Navy Yard. This total assessment foi: parcel 3510 is 
$2,575,000. There is 500,469 square feet of land area. The property ts 
exempt from property tax, due to its ownership by the BRA. 

4. 2 Current Ownership and Occupancy:

The ropewalk is currently owned by the Boston Redevelopment Auth.ority. 
The Charlestown Navy Yard closed in 1973, at which time the General 
Services Administration obtained control of the property. The Surplus 
Property Act of 1944 and the Historic Monument Act of 1977 authorized the 
transfer of the property to the BRA, with the stipulation that the 
exteriors of the bulldings be preserved according to the guidelines in a 
Memorandum of Agreement among the BRA, the National Advisory Council of 
Historic Preservation, and the General Services Administration. In 1974, 
twenty seven acres of the Yard had been turned over to the National Park 
Service to become part of the Boston Nations 1 Histories 1 Park. The 
ropewalk was added to the NPS boundary through an Act of Congress in 
1978. However, the title was never transferred, because Congress did not 
appropriate the necessary money for the purchase. 

The ropewalk is still owned by the BRA and is under ground lease to Charlestown 
Ropewalk LLC and has been redeveloped into housing.
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5.0 PLANNING CONTEXT 

5 .1 Background: 

The ropewalk is located in the Charlestown Navy Yard which is currently 
undergoing the largest and most extensive rehabilitation program in the 
United States. The Navy Yard has had alternating periods of productivity 
and decline in activity throughout its history, as a result of the 
requirements of the US Navy for the production and maintenance of its 
ships. 

When the Navy decided to deactivitate the Charlestown Navy Yard in 1973, 
the General Services Administration obtained control of the property. As 
mentioned previously, the Boston Redevelopment Authority and the National 
Park Service acquired the rights to use and develop this real estate from 
GSA. 

5.2 Current Planning Issues:   (see 2024 Additional Information in Section 5. 4.) 

The Navy Yard has been divided into four parcels: the National Historic 
Site, a public park, a New Development Area, and the Historic Monument 
Area. The National Historic Site includes tn its thirty acres the Bo ston 
National Historical Park at Charlestown Navy Yard. The National Park, 
home of the USS Constitution, is one of Boston's most popular tourist 
at tractions. 

The Navy, in conjunction with the P ark Service, offers tours of the 
Constitution and of the destroyer, USS Cassin Young, The Constitution 
Mu seum, a private museum which exhibits maritime artifacts, has a 
cooperative arrangement with the Park Service and is also located on NPS 
property, as are the National Park Service administr ative offices. 

Shipyard Park, the second parcel, has been developed by the BRA. The 
sixteen acre site includes Dry Dock 112: Pier 4, on which is being b uilt a 
public doc k  with fifty slips for short term rental and space for tour 
boats, commuter boats, and water taxis; a children's play area: g rassy 
meadows, shrubs, flower beds, and a large granite fountain. Th is land 
was transferred to the BRA at no cost, conditional upon its future use 
for public recreation. 

The third parcel, the New Development Area, includes eight original 
buildings on fifty-seven acres. The designated developer of this parcel 
is Immobiliare New E'ngland, owned by Boston developer Neil St. John 
Raymond. New constru ction and rehabilitation on this parcel will produce 
1200 housing units, both rental and condominium, one half of which will 
be located in recycled buildings, Ten percent of the total housing will 
be reserved for the elderly in a project known as Shipyard Quarters. 
Twenty-five per cent of all housing will be affordable. 

The Historic Monument Area, where the rope walk is located, is the fo urth 
development parcel. The thirty acres in this parcel were transferred by 
the GSA, through the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation, to the BRA at no cost 
in 1977 under the authority of the Surplus Property Act of 1944. The 
cost-free transfer of the property was conditional upon 
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The National Park Service h as applied for a grant from the F.astern 
National Park and Monument Association for a feasibility s tudy for a 
ropemaking- exhibit which would occupy part of the building. The other 
part of the Ropewalk would be adaptively reused. The exhibit would 
include the Park's collection of six ropemaking machines of the type used 
in the Ropewalk, although not all are original to the site. In ad dition, 
the Park would hope to acquire two additional machines which would 
complete the exhibit of the ropemaking process. Although funds for 
rehabilitation and museum development are not available under the current 
administration, it is possible that the situation may change in the 
future. Development pressure on this building may present other options 
which would be economically viable. For example, sensitive adaptive 
reuse of the head house and the second floor of the Walk might subsidize 
the preservation of the one of a kind historic walk. 

5.3 Relationship to Current Zoning: 

The Ropewalk ts within a B-1-U zone, an Urban Renewal district which is 
regulated by an amendment to the Charlestown Urban Renewal Plan. The BRA 
has the authority to decide permitted uses. B-1-U is a business 
district, however: the BRA has the latitude to change the designation to 
R (residential) or C (commercial). The allowable physical density, measured by 
the Floor Area Ratio, or FAR, is one times the total site area.  
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5. 4   Additonal Information [added 2024]:

In 2013, the BRA approved a project to develop the Ropewalk and the adjacent 

Tarring House buildings into 90 units of residential housing. The project was 

reviewed by BRA staff under the Charlestown Navy Yard Program of Preservation and 

Utilization and the building specific Rehabilitation Guidelines that were 

established with the National Park Service when the building was sold to the BRA. 

The project also has a space at one end of the Ropewalk intended for museum/public 
access. The proposal includes a mix of unit types and includes a long interior 
corridor that allows an understanding of the extraordinary length of the 

building. Through an amendment process to the Rehabilitation Guidelines, minor 
changes to exterior openings were allowed to meet accessibility requirements 

and current fire code. The National Park Service also reviewed the project under 
the guidelines, per the Memorandum of Agreement, and because the proponent used 

the Historic Tax Credit program to help finance the project. The Boston Landmarks 

Commission reviewed the project through an agreed to accelerated design review 

process. The project was completed in 2021 and is currently occupied. 



6.0 ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES 

6.1 Alternatives: 

Both the significance of the structure and the language of the Commission's 
enabling statute indicate designation as a landmark. 

The Commission also retains the option of not designating the building as a 
landmark. 

6.2 Impact of Alternatives: 

Landmark designation under Chapter 772 would require the review of physical 
changes to the building exterior in accordance with standards and criteria 
adopted as part of the designation. It would not, however, affect the use of the 
building. 

Inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places provides protection from 
federal, federally-licensed or federally assisted actions undertaken by the 
Section 106 Review process. National Register listing also provides various 
federal income tax incentives for rehabilitation of income-producing property 
under the provisions of the Tax Reform Act of 1986. Such properties are eligible 
to take advantage of these provisions once it is determined that the 
rehabilitation can be certified according to the Tax Act. 

Similar protection from state-sponsored activities is achieved by the 
concurrent listings of all National Register or local landmark properties in the 
State Register of Historic Places under Chapter 152, Massachusetts Genera 1 Laws. 

Failure to designate the structure's exterior as a Landmark would mean the City 
would not confer its highest form of recognition of architectural and cultural 
significance: it would offer no protection to the structure or guidance to future 
owners. 

Preparation of design guidelines such as those for the Historic Monument 
Transfer Area buildings would only provide protection for the building 
exterior. Such guidelines are not subject to public hearing review either in the 
formulation of or in the granting applications for change. In either case of 
development by the BRA or the NPS, preparation of design guidelines for such 
development would be undertaken by either agency. While other outside agency 
review logically would be necessary (likely to be Section 106 review), both the NPS 
or BRA, as guideline preparers, are not disinterested parties but are vested 
interests as potential recipients of rental revenues. 

49 



7 ,O RECOMMENDATIONS 

The staff-of the Boston Landmarks Commission recommends th a t the ropewalk be 
designated as a Boston landmark, exterior only.  

The standards and c r iteria for administering the regulatory functions provided 
for in Chapter 772 are attached in Section 9.0. 
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The response to th ese requirements may, in some cases, present conflicts 
with the Standards and Criteria for a particular property. The 
CommissiOI>-' s ev aluation of an appl lea tion wi 11 be based upon the degree 
to which such changes are in harmony with the character of the property. 

In some cases, priorities have been assigned within the Standards and 
Criteria as an aid to property owners in identifying the most critical 
design features. 

The Standards and Criteria have been divided into two levels: (1) those 
general ones that are common to almost all landmark designations 
(subdivided into categories for buil dings and landscape fe atures): and 
( 2) those specific ones that apply to each particular property that is
designated. In every case the Specific Standard and Criter ia for a 
particular property shall take precedence over the General ones if there 
is a conflict. 
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I. EXTERIOR LIGHTING

1. Tlfere are three aspects of lighting related to the exterior of
the building:

(a) Lighting fixtures as appurtenances to the building or 
ele ments or architectural ornamentation.

(b) Quality of illumination on building exterior.

(c) Interior lighting as se en from the exterior.

2. Wherever integral to the building, original lighting fixtures
shall be retained. Supplementary illumination may be added where
apppropriste to the current use of the building.

3. New lighting shall conform to any of the following approaches as
appropriate to the building and to the current or projected use:

(a ) Accurate representation of the origina l period, based on
physical or documentary evidence. 

(b) 

(c) 

Retention or restoration of fixtures which date 
interim installa tion and which are considered 
sppropris te to the building and use. 

from 
to 

an 
be 

New lighting fixtures which are 
which illuminate the exterior of 
renders it visible st night 
environment. 

contemporary in design and 
the building in a way which 

and compatible with its 

4. If a fixture is to be replaced, the new exterior lighting shall
be located where intended in the original design. If
suppleme ntary lighting is added, the new location shall fulfill
the functional intent of the current use without obscuring the
building form or architectural detailing.

to determine if later 
be removed. It is not 

J. REMOVAL OF !ATER ADDITIONS AND ALTERATIONS

1. Fach later addition  will be separately studied 
additions and alterations can, or should, 
possible to provide one general guideline.

2. Factors that will be considered include:

(a) Compatibility with the original property's integrity in
scale, materials and character.

(b) Historic assoc is tion with the property.

(c) Quality in the design and execution of the addition.

(d) Functional use fulness. 59 



9.0 SPECIFIC STANDARDS AND CRITERIA 

Ropewalk Buildtng  (exterior)
 155 Chelsea Street, Charlestown 

A. GENERAL

The intent of these standards is to preserve the stylistic integrity and the
historic character of this unique building. Because of its rarity & its
consistent use & minimal alterations throughout its history, the
general approach is to allow no change to those elements which are
essential to the style & historic character, & to encourage or control change to

other elements to enhance the appearance of the building. If Historic American
Building Survey documentation (or similar level) is
completed and the findings suggest other historic treatments, approvals could
be based on those findings.

B. EXTERIOR WALLS

1. Additions will be not permitted to the volume of the building.

2. Alterations of existing openings may be allowed after review by the
Commission.

3. New openings may be allowed in the granite elevations after review by the
Commission.

4. Original openings which have been bricked in or otherwise closed
may be reopened.

5. Painting of the granite will not be allowed. Coatings for
waterproofing and material consolidants are strongly discouraged.

6. The granite and brick may be cleaned using the gentlest method
possible; the method of cleaning must be approved by the staff
architect. Sandblasting is not allowed.

7. Repairs to cracked granite elements. (especially to the architrave
surrounding the doorway on the south side of the Head House) are
encouraged. Materials used for repair or replacement must match
the original and be approved by the staff architect following
on-site review.

8. Removal of the loading bay from the east end of the Head House is
encouraged.

9. The later, non-original brick ·additions to the north side of the
building may be removed.

10. Galvanized siding on the western ends of the second and third
sections of the building may be removed, preferably if the original
granite remains behind the siding.

11. The bridge to the Tarring House should be retained if possible and
restored.

12. Exposed conduits will not be permitted on the exterior granite
walls. All utility connections should be installed below grade (or as 
minimally visible as possible).
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10. All surviving shutter hardware should be retained. Metal shutters
to match the original (based upon historic photographic and
engraved views) may be installed. Restoration of the metal
shutters over the three portals on the facade of the headhouse is
encouraged.

11. Repainting of window frames and doors will be carried out with
historicallv appropriate colors based on a paint seriation study.

12. Canopies or awnings, since they are not original to the building
and disturb its ordered composition, are not allowed.

13. Restoration of any existing areaway openings may be allowed.

14. Installation of security grills in the northern elevations may be
considered.

E. INTERIOR (NOT APPLICABLE, see January 2024 BPDA additional information)

1. These interior standards & criteria apply only to the ground floor of the 
Ropewalk. See E.7 for standard & criteria for head house
rooms�

2. Permanently attached railway material will not be removed or
permanently obstructed.

3. Replacement materials, if necessary, should match the original in
size, composition, scale, and shape. Repainting should be based on paint 
seriation studies.

4. New finishes or materials (such as drywall, tile, dropped ceilings, etc.) 
applied to the walls, exposed structural members, ceilings, and floors
may be allowed.

5. The large open interior space of the ground floor of the walk must not be
permanently partitioned. Temporary removable partitions may be allowed, 
although retention of the walk or a majority portion of it, is strongly
encouraged.

6. The ropemaking equipment that remains must remain in situ: later
examples of equipment similar to that which was removed may be
reinstalled. An interpretive plan, such as that envisioned by the
National Park Service, for ropemaking, should guide such
installation.

7. Changes to the volumes and arrangements of the head house rooms
maybe approved and changes in finishes to these rooms may be
approved after review by the Commission.
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