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St. Joseph’s Academy, the largest building in 
Albany’s Arbor Hill section, sits alone and 
abandoned on the corner of North Swan and 
Second Streets. Its high ceilings and tall windows 
have the look of a classic century-old brick school 
building, but its long hallways and light-filled 
classrooms have been empty for decades.

 An exciting plan is underway to bring the 
40,000-plus square foot space back to life. 
Albany Barn will transform the space into 
a hub of artistic creativity, with affordable 
apartments for artists; work and rehearsal 
suites; a dance studio; a digital media lab; and 
ample space for exhibitions, performance, 
creative enterprises and programs.

 Jeff Mirel, the founder of Albany Barn, 
has served as president of its board since 
2006. The nonprofit organization’s name is 
based on the concept of getting a community 
together to raise a barn, in this case a “barn” 
that will revitalize Arbor Hill while focusing on 
affordable housing, arts and culture, economic 
development and improved quality of life.

 Part of Albany Barn’s story began in 2007 
when Mirel attended the Albany-Colonie 
Regional Chamber of Commerce’s Annual 
Dinner. Todd Ritschdorff, an associate 
attorney with Phillips Lytle LLP, was seated 
at the same table, and the two struck up a 
conversation that ultimately impacted Albany 
Barn’s future success. “The Chamber’s Annual 
Dinner is a great opportunity to meet people,” 
remarked Ritschdorff. “The event is all about 
relationships, and lots of people know lots of 
other people, so introductions come easily.”

 The professional association between the 
two young men grew over time, and they talked 
more and more about the Barn. Ritschdorff 
joined Albany Barn’s board in 2009. “I was 
sold from day one and am a huge believer, 

participant and supporter of it,” he said. “I 
admired how dedicated Jeff was in taking an 
idea and making it a reality in a place that 
is otherwise neglected. There are not a lot of 
groups in the country doing what Albany Barn 
is doing, and it is a great way to show off the 
Capital Region as a center for the arts.” 

 “Chamber dinners are especially important 
for establishing connections and meeting young 
professionals who may want to get involved. 
Todd’s tremendous skills as an attorney, 
strategist and advocate have been vital to us,” 
said Mirel. “Albany Barn has a true working 
board that brings together smart people with 
different talents and professional ties that 
move us forward. In fact, it was another board 
member, architect Ed Anker from CSArch, 
who suggested we talk to the Albany Housing 
Authority, and that became a total game-
changer.”

 The Albany Housing Authority became a 
leading developer of the project, which led to 
the realization of nearly $10 million in grants, 
tax credits and other financing. There is now 
enough funding in place to break ground on 
the renovation of St. Joseph’s Academy this 
spring with a plan to open the building’s 
doors in 2014. Additional fundraising from 
the “Raise the Barn” campaign will pay for 
computers, theatrical lighting and sound, 
musical equipment, and other needed items.

 “Additionally, programming offered 
through Albany Barn will establish direct 
connections between the artists, educators and 

entrepreneurs living and working there as well 
as the neighborhood residents, especially the 
youth,” added Ritschdorff. “We strive to present 
art activities that incorporate history, science, 
technology, math – facilitating access to the 
greater regional economy. It will become a 
mixed-use village center.”

 “Revitalization is key to our purpose. The 
Barn will anchor North Swan Street with 
a creative economy that drives additional 
investment in the neighborhood, attracting 
needed businesses such as a grocery store and 
laundromat,” emphasized Mirel. 

 The Albany Housing Authority has 
completed the renovation of seven storefronts, 
with affordable housing above them, on North 
Swan Street. In one of those buildings, Albany 
Barn took its first step and established “Stage 
1,” a community arts space. “Stage 1 is the first 
Arbor Hill venue to appear on the First Friday 
art walk,” stated Mirel. “The first show featured 
works by young residents of Arbor Hill and 
other downtown neighborhoods.” 

 “I never would have thought our meeting 
at the Chamber’s Annual Dinner would 
lead to my involvement with this incredible 
project,” said Ritschdorff. Mirel seconded that 
thought, “We’ve already seen associations and 
friendships growing through this project, and 
it’s only going to get stronger. Much like the 
Chamber, at its heart, it’s about community.” •
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