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Jail facilities at high-rise Middlesex Supetior courthouse (left) in Cam-
bridge will not he used, Sheriff John Buckley says, until they meet safe-
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ty and fire requirements, Chapel (upper right) and women’s dorm awalt

inmates.
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Chief describes Middlesex Courthouse
as ‘high-rise waiting for fire to happen’

By Frank Mahoney
and Joe Pilati
Globe Staft

Peetic justice js what some crit«
ics of county government called it
when_the new Middlesex Superior
Courthouse, towering 22 stories over
East Cambridge, finally opened 18
months ago — on April Fool's Day.

With a price tag that escalated
from the original $16 million esti-
mate in 1963 to more than $76 mil-
lion (including interest that countly
taxpayers will _be paying through
1991), the courthouse project has
tang been considered a  textbook
case of the cost-overruns phenome-
non often associated with certain
Defense Department weapons sys-
tems contracts,

And now, Cambridge Fire Chie!
William Cremins, whaose department
will have primary firefighting ve-
sponsibilities in_the event of a bluze
al the courthouse, is calling the
building a “high rise just waiting
for a fire to happen.”

His remarks came in an inter-
view last week after Sheriff John J.
Buckley, who has termed the court-
house a “fiasco that never should
have bheen built,” announced he
would not allow the opening of the
top four floors — earmarked for
county jail facilities — until the
building is made safer againsi fire
and against escapes,

The eourthouse is a 25-stoyy
structure, wilh three floors buill
below ground leve). Facilities open
to the public since April 1, 1874, in-
clude 14 Superion Courtrooms, seven
Distriet Court rooms, the distriet at-
torney’s offices, the probation of-
fices of bolh courls and the offices
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of the county engincers, commis-
sioners, the treasurer and the retire-
ment board,

The building has been the sub-
jeet of civil suits, criminal investiga~
tions and arbitration involving
thousands of legal exhibits of blue-
prints, contracts and letters,

In June 1973, a Middlesex Counly
grand jury finished a year-long
probe of the construction cost over-
runs without fixing the blame for
them, Eavlier, a special legislative
commission held lengihy hearings
on the same matters, but disbarded
wilhout issuing a report,

Still other investigations by the
Massachusetts Bar Assn, and the
Supreme Judicial Court were cul
short because of “pending legal ac-
tions” during the construction phase,
which was marked by charges and

countercharges about shoddy work-.

manship, frequent hiring and firing
of coniractors and attempts by the
county commissioners 1o secure
funds from the Legislalure,

According to Chief Cremins, the
building has only a few windows, no
sprinkler system, no smoke ventilat-
ing devices, no fire doors and an
open staircase with low rails run-
ning up the entire edifice.

The building “would never
pass inspection under the Cam-
bridge (fire) codes,” the chief said.
“But il has been approved by the
state fire marshal, and since it’s a
county building, it does not have to
conform to city standards,”

Buckley, meanwhile, said he
cannol allow the jail facilities to be
used until heal and smoke detectors
are connecled into the c¢ily fire
alarm system; a smoke evacuation

system is installed in the stair ways:
the open staircase is enclosed and
security barriers ace built between a
false ceiling and the concrete ceiling
on the 17th floor.

By opening a ceiling pancl any-
where on that floor, the sheriff said,
a person “could swing up into the
three-foot crawl space and go across
until they were over the gun room,”
used for weapons storage. The re-
moval of another ceiling panel
would allow a person to “drop down
into the gun room," he said,

During a tour of the top floors
last week, Buckley pointed oul what
he called the “extravagant” kitchen
which occupies half of the 18th
floor,

“We could feed the cily of Cam-
bridge with this setup,” he said,
“and yet, al most, the jail can only
hold 128 persons. In fact, there are
seldom more ithan 85 persons con-
fined to the jail at any one time.”

The cooking area includes two,
8-by-10-foot standing refrigerators
and three 10-by-10 foot walk-in
freezers as well as a bakery
equipped with several large ovens,

The building also offers spiritual
sustenance in the form of an all-
brick chapel on the 19th flaor, How-
ever, Buckley estimated that no
move than five prisoners have ever
attended a religious service al one
in county facilities and he does not
expect that situation to chinge,

The upper floors include two
iypes of cell blocks — regular and
“disciplinary.” The latler, each 6 hy
8 feel, contain no beds, no desks, no
matlresses and no loilet facililes ex-
cepl holes in the floor, Flushing is
controlled by guards,

In the regular cell block, the

cells measure 39 square feel while
the latest Massachusetts standard is
§5 square feet per cell. According to
Buckley, “Compared to this place,
Charles Street Jail (in Boston) is
castle.”

Mattress fires a commion
problem in jails everywhere — are
one of the things Buckley said he
fears most. “There's almost one a
night at Walpole,” he said. “If we
had one in here, I don’t know how
we could handle the smoke since
there are no windows."”

In a section of the jail reserved
for women, toilets and a single
shower are in a large, open room
with no partitions, A guard in a
control room would have a direct
view of the bathroom facilities,
Buckley noted,

With the women's beds only three

feel apart in an open dormitory set-
ting, Buckley feels there may be a
.violation of health regulations. “But
the county felt they weren't bound
by anyone else’s rules,” he suid.
Other apparent fire hazards cited by
Buckley include watl-to-wall syn-
thetic carpeling throughout the
courthhouse, plastic chairs  and
cushions and wooden desks, benches
and chairs, Noise levels in the jail
“are likely to exceed standards” of
the Federal Office of Safety and
Health Administration, which could
compel the county to insulale the
cell  blocks, Buckley added. The
sound of cell daors closing last week
wils compared by some observers 1o
Ireight lreins hooking up, Despite
all of these problems, Buckley said
he hapes the jail facilities can be ac-
clipied by next spring, “But,” he
cantioned, “it’s going to cost nuwe
money."
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