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Secretary’s Office March 14. 1843.

Hon. Daniel P. Rinc
Speaker of the House of Representative

Sm : I have the honor herewith to transmit to the Honorable
House of Representatives an answer to the House Order of the
10th inst.

And am very truly and respectfully yours,

JOHN A. BOLLES,

Secretary of the Commonwealth.
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CONDITION OF THE PUBLIC PROPERTY. [March,2

To the House of Representatives

In obedience to the order of the House of Representatives
of the 10th inst., I have the honor to submit the following
statement of the condition in which I found the prsenal in Bos-
ton, and the property therein, when it was placed by His Ex-
cellency the Commander-in-chief under my charg >.

On Monday the 6th instant, by direction of his excellency
the commander-in-chief, I called upon the late military store-
keeper to deliver into my possession the keys of the buildings
and the custody of the property heretofore under his control.
In answer to this call, Mr. Sheafe surrendered to me two keys,
one of which opened the small brick office, and the other the
large brick store, within the enclosure of the arsenal, at the
corner of Boylston and Pleasant streets, in this city. The key
of the gate leading from Plpasant street into this enclosure, he
did not deliver, nor was it then known to me that a separate
key was used at that particular entrance.

The various buildings under Mr. Sheafe’s care, were the two
already named, and, besides these, a long wooden store or gun-
room of one story, and a small powder magazine, all standing
upon the same lot of land.

On visiting the arsenal, I found the whole establishment, in
all its parts, in a condition of neglect, filth and disorder, which
could not be fully described without great apparent exaggera-
tion. Nothing but actual inspection could have suggested to
my imagination any thing like what this inspection brought to
light.

The four apartments of the office, or small brick edifice,
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were all of them in the most slovenly disorder, and filled with
a miscellaneous assortment of articles, valuables, and trash,
thrown together in a way that seemed contrived to offend both
sight and smell. One of these rooms was furnished with a sort
of crib or bunk, with bed and bedding, and appeared to have
been occasionally occupied as a sleeping apartment. The
whole building was encumbered with filth, to a degree that
defies description.

Near the office I found a small shed, or closet, full of litter
and lumber, such as cooking utensils, rusty ram-rods, saws,
hammers, lemon-squeezers, toddy-sticks, and the like, all hud-
dled together and covered with dirt. Whether they are public
or private property, 1 am not yet informed.

The main edifice is a brick store-house three stories in height,
with a spacious cellar. It contains a large amount, and great
variety, of arms, and other public property ; in a state of confu-
sion, disarray and neglect more nearly resembling the contents
of some long-deserted house, than any well-conducted public
establishment. There are imperfect piles of cannon-ball, look-
ing as though they had been reduced by gradual removal- and
loss ; heaps of tents buried in dust; boxes of guns, sabres,
pistols, &c. scattered irregularly about, some of them on the
lower floor, just within the entrance ; others on the floor above ;

some with their covers loose or removed, and some but partially
filled : and largo masses of leathern belts, scabbaids and car-
touch-boxes, lying against the walls mouldy and mildewed-

J J O O

In the third story of this building I found a large collection
of rockets and other fire-works, which Mr. Sheafe had received
to sell on commission for the New York manufacturer, and

which were so placed, that, had they taken fire, the arsenal must

have inevitably been consumed. Another portion ot these dan-

gerous combustibles was found in the magazine. Apptehensive
that the presence of such articles was calculated to endanger

the public property, and alarm the neighborhood, I requested

Mr. Sheafe to have them removed ; but it was not till after a

week’s delay, nor until he had notice that they would be de-
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posited on the side-walk, that he saw fit to comply with my
request.

A part of the third story was partitioned off, and placed under
lock and key, as a store-room for the keeper’s private property.
One of the windows was partly open, and the fire-proof shutters
thrown back, for the accommodation of the flag-staff halliards :

so that, besides being exposed to the weather, the property
within, including the fire-works, would, in case of fire in the
vicinity, have been liable to very great peril from combustion.

Nor was this open window the only thing calculated to in-
crease the risk of fire. The copper covering of all the doors
was started, and in some cases torn off, at the bottom, in places
where the seasonable driving of a nail would have prevented
this injury.

The cellar doors are of wood, and not protected by any me-
tallic covering, nor were they secured by any kind of fastening.
Of this latter fact I was first informed by discovering that some
person had opened and entered the cellar on the night of the 6th
instant, for the purpose of feeding a brood of rabbits which
occupied those premises.

The cellar is filled with a confused mass of lumber, hogs-
heads of vinegar, &c. &c., and it is now, by my direction,
properly secured by iron hasps and padlocks.

After the cellar was thus fastened, I found that some person
still continued to enter the premises at night; and, upon dili-
gent watch and inquiry, I found that the trespasser was a boy
living in the neighborhood, who had been intrusted by Mr.
Sheafe with the key of the outer gate, and allowed access at
all hours to the premises. As the cellar of the arsenal opens
into the rooms above, there was nothing to prevent this lad,
or any one else whom he might choose to admit, from plun-
dering the arms, &c., to any extent he might feel inclined.

In the arsenal yard, I discovered a flock of dunghill fowls,
belonging to the military store-keeper, for whose convenience,
as I shall presently show, considerable care and pains seem to
have been taken. These singular tenants I caused to be
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ejected, and the key of the inclosure is now in my po
session.

Beyond the brick store is a long, low, wooden edifice, in-
tended for the shelter of gun-carriages, caissons, tumbrils, &c. ;
but partially occupied in this manner, however; for, while
those articles are scattered about the yard, exposed to all
weather, the gun-room seemed to be devoted to the special
use of the fowls. One end of it was separated by a partition,
for the express purpose of a “fowl-house,” and was connected
by an open window with a spacious hen-coop on the outside ;

while another hen-coop, partly fallen in pieces, occupied the
opposite extremity of the apartment. The “fowl-house” had
its padlock and key, although there was abundant evidence,
of the most disagreeable kind, that they were little used to
confine the fowls. But the double doors of the building itself
were wholly destitute of lock, and every other form of security
against unlawful entry, except that one of them was fastened
by a slender leather strap.

The contents of this building are of the most mixed and
incongruous description,—domestic and military, private and
public, —in the same disorder that marked the other portions
of the establishment. I have placed them under proper locks
and fastenings.

Of the property scattered about the yard, Mr. Sheafe states
that a portion of it is “ condemned.” Whether this fact is any
reason for thus exposing the property, I leave your honorable
body to determine.

In the little magazine connected with the arsenal, besides
the fire-works already referred to, I found a small quantity of
powder, but nothing else of any value. The powder, lam in-
formed, belongs to the city, and was placed in the magazine
by Mr. Barnicoat the engineer.

Such was the condition of the arsenal and its contents, when
left by Mr. Sheafe. Since they came into my charge he, with
three other persons in his employment, has spent a part of one
day, in endeavoring to place matters in better order. But
enough now remains of confusion and slovenliness to render a

visit to that establishment any thing but pleasant.
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The immediate action of the Legislature is required to
have the public property and put it in proper order.

No account of stock has been taken since the year 1822,
and the annual returns of the adjutant general furnish no
trustworthy statement of the amount of property actually on
hand, because they are made up without an actual examina-
tion. The inventory of 1822 is taken as the basis, and the
receipts and delivery of each succeeding year, are added or
substracted, and thus a paper result is obtained which may, or
may not, correspond with the actual facts. If the boy who
had the key of the gate had embezzled or stolen the goods in
the arsenal, accident alone would bring the fact to light. What
might he learned from the books of account kept by Mr.
Sheafe, cannot be more than conjectured, for that gentleman
has removed those books and refuses to deliver them into my
hands upon the order of the commander-in-chief.

There has been no oiling or cleaning of the muskets, &c.,
for nine years past, —and of course, therefore, they demand
speedy attention. None of those on hand and which have
been received since 1828, have been marked or branded ac-
cording to law; and, indeed, for some reason or other, the
military store-keeper has suffered not only the muskets, but all
other articles of public property, to be thus neglected, although
the provisions of law expressly require them to be properly
marked.

As they now are, it would, in case of their being stolen, be
wholly impossible to identify these articles as belonging to
Massachusetts.

The arsenal at Cambridge is in very good order, so far as ar-
rangement is concerned ; and Mr. Holmes, who has long had
the care of that establishment, at a compensation of one dollar
per week, is entitled to much commendation for his fidelity.
But the public property under his charge, including some
13,000 muskets, ought to be forthwith inspected and placed in
good order, as it is now nine years since any such examina-
tion has been had. I feel bound also to suggest that there is a
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large number of bags of saltpetre in one of the lofts at Cam-
bridge, which should be removed. The moisture occasioned
by this article, and the action which it produces upon both the
wallsand the contents of the arsenal, are seriously to be deplored,
and should be at once attended to.

I have visited also the magazine at Cambridgeport, under the
care of Mr. Tufts. The government powder therein deposi-
ted, having been on hand, most of it, ever since the close of the
last war, can be of but little value, and might advantageously
be sold. In fact, in the present condition of our country, with
its known mineral resources and manufacturing skill, a powder
magazine for the State is as little needed, as is a magazine of
bandages and lint, or of flour and grain, in anticipation of the
wants of war. And for the supply of the militia, for salutes,
&c. the cheaper plan, altogether, is to allow each company
to make its own purchase, at the State’s expense.

In conclusion, I would venture to suggest, that the entire es-
tablishment at Boston might advantageously be abandoned,
and sold at a price which should furnish an income more than
sufficient to support an efficient military store-keeper and ar-
morer, at Cambridge, and thus supply all (hat the public wants
require without any of those objectionable circumstances which
are always coupled with military depots situated in the heart
of populous cities.

Most respectfully submitted by

JNO. A. BOLLES

Secretary of the Commonwealth




