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  PREFACE

  

  The Old-House Doctor

  and His Patients

  During my twenty-one years of professional old-house rehabilitation, I have often laid aside my tools for a moment to ponder the peculiar fascination that old-houses hold for so many people, including myself. Some people’s relationships with them are easily expressed in dollars and cents, for older structures do offer strong financial enticements, such as low purchase price, powerful tax incentives, and the possibility of government grants. Others just find old-houses aesthetically more appealing than new ones. The love that many of us have for them is nevertheless not so easily explained, for it’s rooted more deeply than the attraction inspired by money or beauty.

  What then could be the cause of such a powerful feeling? This question has always plagued me, never yielding to an explanation without leaving new questions in its wake. My choice of professions has particularly perplexed me, ever since the day I gave up my college studies in order to learn the skills required to ease the sufferings of disease-stricken old-houses. This perplexity was greatly increased by the apparent disparity between my chosen profession and the predictions of a curious examination I took as a college freshman.

  This prophecy was furnished by the Strong Vocational Interest Test, which asked interminable numbers of seemingly irrelevant questions such as, “Are you afraid of spiders?” and “Do you like people with gold teeth?” My answers to such questions demonstrated to my testers’ satisfaction that the profession of doctor was my first vocational preference, while that of carpenter was my very last. It was thus extremely puzzling to me when I shortly thereafter felt compelled to leave college and obstinately enroll myself in the study of old-house carpentry!
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  The peculiar fascination of an old-house

  My testers’ conclusions became increasingly mystifying to me as the years passed. I learned the trades of carpenter, painter, plumber, and electrician; yet I seemed no closer to being a doctor than when I’d left college. It wasn’t until I began to share my old-house experience in the act of writing this book, that the enigma finally became clear to me. My testers had been inscrutably correct all along, for I now realized they had never promised there would be an M.D. after my name, but merely that I wished to be a doctor. And I had been one for many years without being aware of it—an old-house doctor!

  My previously inexplicable feeling for old-houses was at last clear to me: I had for many years treated my old-house patients almost as if they had really been human beings. I’d diagnosed their illnesses, prescribed and administered appropriate courses of treatment for these and had taken great pleasure in watching them grow healthy again. I now look forward to sharing these satisfying years with you and hope they will help you to accord your old-house the care it so richly deserves.

  Although the material in this book is largely limited to my personal experience, I have endeavored throughout to make it equally applicable to all old-houses, be they Eastern or Western, urban or rural, pre-Revolutionary or Victorian. It would nevertheless be as foolish for me to claim that I will tell you all you might want to know about your old-house as it would for an M.D. to assert that he had included the entire practice of medicine in one short volume. I do hope that I will answer many of your questions about your old-house and will direct you to many more in the extensive annotated bibliography at the end of the book. Yet I would consider my effort more than worthwhile if I succeeded in no more than imparting to you but a portion of the love and understanding of old-houses that my patients have inspired in me.
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  I had treated my old-house patients almost as if they had really been human beings.


  

  CHAPTER

  1


  

  The Body and Soul

  of the Old-House

  Have you ever been powerfully attracted to an old-house without quite knowing why? You will open the door to an understanding of this mysterious attraction when you become aware of the unusual relationship between an old-house and the human body. As strange as it may seem, the two so closely parallel each other in so many details of their anatomies and physiologies that they often may be thought of as nearly interchangeable.

  Perhaps this may come as less of a surprise when you consider that each of us carries a prototype or model for a certain dwelling deep within the darkest refuges of our memories. We all began life with a nine-month lease on this home, which was perhaps a trifle small and dimly lit; but these shortcomings were more than made up for by the benevolence of the landlady.

  This lease was unfortunately nonrenewable and at its term we were summarily evicted by the formerly compassionate owner—leaving us unprotected and homeless. Since we couldn’t survive for long in this condition, the old-house was gradually conceived by untold generations of human architects as a haven for our vulnerability. It thus came to surround us with a protective skin, usually supported by a wooden skeleton and inevitably pierced with holes through which light, sound, food, and air might enter. It had even acquired by the dawn of the 20th century, in the words of Frank Lloyd Wright, “bowels, circulation, and nerves.”

  If an old-house can be considered an outer body in which our bodies may live, what provision does it make for the sheltering of our spirits or souls? No such 1 shelter is provided by some otherwise excellent structures that somehow lack the intangible quality that allows us to feel truly at home in them. Most old-houses nonetheless welcome human spirits and give their inhabitants an extraordinary feeling of peace, wholeness, and belonging.

  [image: image]

  Open the door to understanding the mysterious attraction of an old-house.

  Perhaps the best way to understand this potent yet extremely elusive feeling and its cause is to take a trip through an old-house—from end to end, front to back, and bottom to top. Investigate every room, closet, and cupboard. Walk up and down every staircase. Open your senses to the house, but quiet your mind; take everything in, but don’t evaluate or judge it at this time. Poke about up in the attic or in the top of the tower; look out of the windows and listen to the wind, traffic, or silence. What does it feel like up there? Now go all the way downstairs to the cellar; go into its furthest recesses and investigate murky shadows, cobwebs, and mold. Sit down in the dark for a while. What does it smell like there? Do you find it frightening or peaceful?

  Did you feel different parts of yourself respond to the different levels of the old-house? We all live most of our waking hours in a busy state of mind, primarily concerned with the mechanics of our survival. This part of us should be at home on the living floors of a house. When we go to sleep and dream, however, another level of our mind emerges—sometimes a very frightening one, yet at other times a deeply satisfying one. This part of us should be at its ease down in the cellar.
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  What does it feel like in the attic?

  There are also moments in our lives when we feel above and beyond either our usual waking or dreaming state and when we are capable of seeing into the heart of things with astonishing clarity. This last part of us is at its best way up at the top of the house, in its attic or tower.

  Did you feel excited, expectant, or afraid when you opened a certain door or went down a particular flight of stairs in the old-house? Doorways and staircases have a peculiarly significant effect on us, for they aren’t only physical means to get from one part of a house to another. They are also the means of access to the various parts and levels of the soul of the old-house.

  For this reason, the vast preponderance of legends, rituals, and superstitions pertaining to old-houses have to do with either doors or stairs. Ghosts appear to spend most of their time tramping up and down the staircases and opening and closing the doors of the houses they have chosen to haunt. The early American colonists therefore often made it their practice to inscribe their door latches with hex marks to keep evil spirits from passing through.

  They also sometimes constructed secret doorways, staircases, and small rooms, the purpose of which was ostensibly to help them flee or hide from Indians or the British (or to hide runaway slaves); yet long after these purposes have vanished, their mysterious charm survives. Imagine your feelings if you unwittingly tripped a hidden latch and found yourself on the brink of a narrow, dark, and winding flight of stairs or a room secret to all but its population of rodents, insects, and spiders!

  An old-house doesn’t necessarily have to date back to colonial times for it to have its share of secrets; I recently uncovered a hidden staircase in a house constructed in the 1880s. It hadn’t begun its life as secret, but had merely been considered superfluous by one of its owners, who had consequently boarded it up. With the excitement of an archaeologist entering a newly discovered tomb, I tore up a suspicious patch in the dining room floor of this house and descended the cobweb-choked staircase thus revealed. My progress was soon stopped at the foot of the steps by a blank wall; but this soon yielded to hammer and bar, and I found myself in the old cellar kitchen.
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  Sit down in the cellar for a while.
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  If your old-house doesn’t have a secret staircase, perhaps it has a disused dumbwaiter.

  Such hidden parts of old-house anatomy await their rediscovery by those of us who care to seek them out. Always be on the lookout for any unusual thicknesses in the walls of an old-house, particularly in partitions and around chimneys. These may yield no greater secret than an abandoned airshaft, dumbwaiter, or pipe chase (a space in a wall specifically designed for plumbing or wiring), yet it’s always possible that one of the building’s most intimate secrets may be disclosed to you.

  Once you’ve become truly familiar with your old-house, its anatomical, physiological, and spiritual relationship to the human body and soul should become apparent. The correspondence doesn’t end here, however, for old-houses deteriorate with age and poor maintenance in exactly the same manner as do our bodies. They are likewise subject to many of the same types of injuries and diseases to which we ourselves are prone, be they dislocations, fractures, infections, or infestations of parasites.

  The diagnostic and therapeutic techniques that may be used to treat the complaints of an old-house are furthermore often quite similar to those utilized by doctors to cure our own ailments. The number of old-houses actually receiving such expert medical attention is, nevertheless, unfortunately very small; for the profession of old-house doctor isn’t nearly so glamorous or lucrative as that of the medical doctor and consequently doesn’t normally attract the most skilled or dedicated practitioners.

  There is little doubt that working on old-houses is far dirtier, less predictable, and less efficient than on new ones. It’s therefore not surprising that many tradespeople think of an old-house solely in terms of the number of obstacles it will throw in their paths to quick efficient work and good profit. One country contractor of my acquaintance went so far as to instruct me that “There are only two ways to work on an old-house—one’s with a bulldozer and the other’s with a match.”
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  Old-house work may be dirty and unpredictable, but its rewards more than make up for it.

  Traditionally many architects have been almost as unenthusiastic about old-house commissions unless they involve buildings of great antiquity or exceptional historic interest. Their frequent insensitivity to old-houses under their care is nevertheless not wholly inexplicable: What serious artist would be eager to rework a canvas another painter had begun? Many architects have simply succumbed to the temptation to “paint” the old work out and begin again with their own design.

  There has nevertheless been a most encouraging trend in recent years toward greater appreciation of old-houses on the part of all who come in contact with them. This has largely been brought about by the astronomical increase in the cost of new construction, necessitating a far more sympathetic reevaluation of diseased and dying structures. There are consequently many carpenters, plumbers, and architects who now welcome old-house work, wisely realizing that in an uncertain building market an old-house is certainly better than no house at all!

  This climate of old-house appreciation is thus perfectly genuine but somewhat limited in scope. If you want your old-house to get the very best medical attention, you are going to have to learn to be its doctor. This doesn’t mean you actually have to do all the work yourself, for it’s perfectly possible for you to obtain the competent and even inspired services of carpenter, plumber, and architect. But don’t expect your carpenter to appreciate the singing of the wind in your tower or your architect to know or care what it smells like in your cellar. These specialists have enough to do to perform their own tasks quickly and competently. It’s up to you to supply the overview that will hasten the recovery and safeguard the health of the body and soul of your old-house.


  

  CHAPTER

  2


  

  Exposing the Secrets

  of Your Old-House’s Past

  On your first visit, a doctor will usually have you fill out a form that will supply such information as your name, age, and medical history. This data gives a background against which to view the results of the subsequent physical examination. An old-house doctor requires much the same sort of information, but as the old-house is unable to fill out a form for you, you must gather it yourself.

  Who built your house? When did they build it and for whom? What is the architectural style of your house? Who lived in it and what were their lives like? When and how were the various additions, alterations, and repairs made to your house? The answers to these and many more such questions may prove invaluable in assisting you to correctly prescribe a course of treatment for your old-house.

  How much time you’re willing to spend uncovering the secrets of your house’s past is of course up to you, but it should be determined in some measure by its age, value, and personality. Probing the past can be very time consuming, but may also be quite fascinating and at times unexpectedly rewarding. A friend of mine once bought an old farmhouse in Maine, in the cellar of which he unearthed several dozen very rare old bottles, which he actually sold for more than he had paid for the house! Everyone can’t expect to be as lucky as he, but it would be unlucky indeed if you find or learn nothing of value in your exploration of your 8 old-house’s past.

  What Maps, Papers, and Photographs Can Tell You

  Your old-house probably has some good friends among the old people of your community, who could tell you much of value once you get them talking about it. Old people usually love to talk about the past, but sometimes it’s difficult to get them started. It helps not to appear too eager to get specific information from them—let them tell their own stories in their own way and time. You may hear much irrelevant information this way, but some of this will in all likelihood be very interesting in its own right.

  Old people’s testimony may be the most important evidence you’ll find, but it also may be completely misleading due to lapses of memory or distortions of fact. You might think you’d found the perfect informant in an old man with long white beard who had lived on the hill behind your house for the past eighty-nine years. ‘To be sure, that’s the old Keegan house,” he might tell you, “built long before the Revolution!” Upon subsequent investigation, it may turn out that a person named Coogan once owned the structure in the 1860s and that it was actually built in 1822. As old as your informant was, he was still merely speculating about what had occurred long before he was around to witness it.
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  Documentary evidence needn’t be dry and dull: look for the story between the lines!

  Such oral testimony should therefore always be verified by documentary evidence. Written records pertaining to your old-house may be located in a variety of places, depending on what part of the country you live in and whether you are an urban or rural dweller. It is for this reason very advantageous for you to find someone who is familiar with the local sources of such material, such as your local librarian, member of the buildings department or landmark preservation commission, town or county historian, president of your local historical society, or your town or county clerk.

  In case you’re unable to locate such a person who is willing to give you the assistance you need, I’ve compiled the following listing of possible sources of documentary information pertaining to your old-house:

  Deeds: The county courthouse is the repository of all deeds in most parts of the country, but several states (such as Connecticut and Vermont) keep them at the town clerk’s office. All deeds are indexed both by the grantor (seller) and the grantee (buyer) of a property. They sometimes contain useful descriptions of buildings located on the lot or acreage conveyed. Each deed will usually refer to a prior conveyance, making it possible to trace the transfer of title to your property back through the years to its very first owner (provided all deeds were recorded, or officially submitted to the clerk’s office and weren’t subsequently lost or destroyed).

  Probate Records: These are also generally filed at the county courthouse and include such documents as wills, administrator’s accounts, and inventories. An inventory of the deceased’s possessions was commonly made if he or she died intestate (left no will) which may prove very interesting to you.

  Tax Records: Such records may be found in the offices of the town or county clerk or at city hall.

  Town Registers: Some towns published annual listings of the names and addresses of all their residents.

  Census Records: The federal government began taking the census at ten-year intervals in 1790. Later censuses include the name of every member of the household, the occupation of the head of it, and the value of the real estate. Some of these are available at the local county clerk’s office, but almost all are on microfilm in the National Archives in Washington, D.C.

  Court Records: Sometimes disputes involving real estate caused detailed information concerning buildings and land to be recorded in the files of various courts. These records are scattered about—ask a local lawyer for their locations.

  Insurance Policies: A fire insurance policy taken out on your old-house many years ago might be a valuable find, for it would represent the house’s equivalent of a life insurance policy and would consequently contain information on its health and age.

  County Histories: Many county histories were published during the last quarter of the 19th century that included biographical sketches of “prominent citizens” and lithographs of their homes. The accuracy of the sketches was unfortunately not always very great, which isn’t to be wondered at when one realizes that the “prominent citizens” paid the publisher to be included in the volume. The lithographs of their houses are nevertheless usually fairly accurate.

  Family Genealogies: If you’re lucky enough to have a house that was owned by a family with a published family tree, it should shed some light on the succession of ownership of the structure. A useful bibliography of published genealogies is Genealogies in the Library of Congress.

  County Atlases and Wall Maps: County atlases often listed the name of every house-owner in the county but are subject to the same limitations as county histories. Wall maps often have insets with pictures of prominent houses. To locate these atlases and maps, try your local library or historical society.

  Surveyors’ Maps: These often contain more information about very early houses than deeds. They usually indicate the specific location of an old-house on its land and sometimes include intriguing details, such as the building’s number of chimneys. Surveyors’ maps may be found in manuscript depositories at county clerks’ offices, in the offices of surveyors and lawyers, and in the libraries of local historical societies.

  Architect’s Drawings: If your old-house was designed by an architect, it’s quite possible the original plans and elevations are on file at the architectural firm’s offices (if they still are in business).
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