Shiver Me Timbers!
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“Brace” yourself for an 

“awl” inspiring look at early timber-frame buildings, de-”scribing” some “top-notch” conservation projects in northeastern North Carolina.

            Fig. 1 Carved Joist End, Cupola House, Edenton, Ca. 1756 
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Northeastern North Carolina retains a wealth of surviving and, in many cases, unaltered 18th and 19th century timber-frame buildings.  This predominantly rural region of the state consists of numerous small farms, picturesque towns and small cities (Fig.2).  Plenty of navigable inland waterways provided easy access for 17th and 18th century settlers of predominantly English decent.  The region was also attractive for its abundance of old growth yellow pine, cypress, oak and walnut trees as well as fertile farmland.  Surviving buildings from this 1730 - 1830 period, covered by this article, reflect largely the traditional Anglo-American timber framing system.  Common house plans of this period included: one-room; hall-chamber; three-room; side passage, and center-passage, one and two-room deep.   One-room dwellings were the most common house type in the region that persisted well into the 19th century. The majority of these houses were one and a half stories with steeply pitched gable roofs.  However, examples of two-story and gambrel roof one-room houses have survived.  The oldest known house in the region, oddly enough, is a brick two-room plan dwelling built for a Quaker family.  The Newbold-White House, now a museum, was dated through dendrochronology to 1730.  
Throughout my 17 years working in the Eastern Office of the State Historic Preservation Office, I have visited dozens of surviving one-room houses dating to as late as the mid-19th century.  Many of these have survived largely unaltered while others are hardly recognizable.  Most of these early dwellings were converted to kitchens or slave quarters, were overbuilt into a larger house or became an appendage to a new and larger dwelling.  One of the most intriguing survivors is the 1742 Robson House in Pitt County (Fig. 3).  This one-room house was essentially doubled in size in 1750 creating a hall- chamber plan.  The interior was finished with vertical beaded shiplap sheathing and exposed hewn ceiling joists.  In the early 20th century a second story was added and the house was converted to a tobacco packing barn.   
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For those of you who live in colder climates, it may be difficult to imagine living in a frame house with only thin split clapboards protecting you from the environment (Fig.4).  This was a common treatment where families could see the greater part of the framing system when they entered their house.  The ca. 1780 Brown House also in Pitt County is a good example of a typical one-room house plan with 
exposed interior framing (Figs. 5-7).
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Figs. 5-7. Brown House Pitt Co. 
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Unlike the Robson House, the Brown house has dressed ceiling joists that are hand-planed and beaded.  Another very interesting house undergoing restoration is the Ca. 1800 Edwards-Adams-Elks House in Pitt County (Fig. 9).  The framing is essentially the same as the earlier houses with exception of the rounded log floor joists that appear in the region by the first decade of the 19th century (Fig. 10).  Combinations of fully wrought and early cut nails were used in the construction (Fig. 11).  Protected by later sheds, three walls of the hand-rived clapboards survive.  
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Fig. 9. Edwards-Adams Elks House, Pitt Co.  Ca. 1800
       Fig. 10. Rounded log floor joist with hewn summer  Exterior rived siding. 

                                       beam and sill.  
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Fig. 11. Exposed framing in the Edwards-Elks Adams House. 
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Figs. 12-13. 

The 1758 Cupola House in Edenton retains one of the most fascinating framing systems  in the region (Figs. 12-13).  In the early 1990s the house underwent extensive studies including dendrochronology and a videoscope investigation.  During this period a team from Colonial Williamsburg’s Architectural Research Department facilitated an intensive study of the framing system (Figs. 14-15).  This proved to be a difficult task since the house retained historic plastered walls and ceilings.  Uncovering the mysteries of the framing system involved minimal removal of exterior siding, measuring flooring and trim nailing patterns, and probing into inaccessible areas with a videoscope.  Hugh Eckert of Eckert Optical Instruments, Inc. of Annapolis, Maryland, generously donated his services for the project.  A videoscope is a small diameter and flexible tubular viewing instrument containing a miniature high resolution color camera system on one end and a camera control unit on the other.  With fiber optic illumination on the camera end, the team witnessed clear and true color images on a monitor.  Saw marks, wood types, insect and water damage could clearly be seen along with the structural framing members and joinery.  Understanding the framing system of this extraordinary 18th century house has been of interest for many decades.  On the exterior the second-story “jetty” overhang is more characteristic of 18th century New England architecture.  The massive cupola is also an oddity for a house of this age in the region.  By and large the frame clearly appears to have been constructed by a builder experienced with local timber framing systems.  The traditional jetty construction in New England and England is to cantilever or hew out the jetty.  The builder of the Cupola House pinned a jetty girder to the main front girder with heavy brackets attached to the posts.  
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Figs. 14-15. Cupola House Framing Plan Courtesy, Willie Graham, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Located 30 miles from the Cupola House is a sophisticated two-story plantation house that was built for David Stone; planter, lawyer, governor of the state and U.S. Senator.    Constructed around 1800, Hope Plantation is remarkably intact including the two-tier
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main entrance portico (Fig. 16).  The massive timber framing system was largely crafted out of hewn and pit-sawn yellow pine and cypress.    
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The sills average 10 ½ by 14 inches (Figs 17-19).  The building to the right of the mansion is a recently reconstructed kitchen outbuilding that was based on extensive archaeology, historical and architectural research (Figs. 22-25).  During the research phase our project team studied dozens of surviving late 18th and early 19th century kitchens in the region.  The majority of these buildings had exposed framing systems that were whitewashed.  The attic flooring that we found in a few kitchens was added later.  This open space allowed for needed ventilation, especially in this hot and humid climate.  The mortise and tenon frame dresser (work counter) is based on surviving examples and physical evidence that we found in the majority of surviving regional kitchens of the period (Fig. 25). The project involved the use of new materials that were hand-tooled for appropriate marks and framing components of a disassembled period house donated to the organization.  We felt that it was important all along to reconstruct a building that looked new and would not confuse a visitor into thinking that it was an original building.  Our primary goal was to reconstruct the kitchen as accurately as we could, based on combined research.  The historically accurate whitewash finish proved to be an ideal covering to hide the aging and in some cases, plaster lath marks from the reused timbers.   
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Fig. 18. Floor joists are double-
tennoned into sill. 

Fig. 17. Basement Framing at Hope Plantation 
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Fig. 19. Attic Framing at Hope Plantation 
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[image: image8.emf]Fig. 21. Interior eave framing detail.


Fig. 20. Exterior Eave Detail
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Fig. 22. Reconstructed Hope Kitchen 
         
Fig. 23. Whitewashed exposed framing
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[image: image10]Fig. 25. Dresser detail 
Fig. 24. Exposed roof framing system for ventilation.
Historic plantation landscapes can be described as small villages with large numbers of outbuildings that surround the main house.  Outbuildings including detached kitchens were also found in the rear or side yard of urban properties.  Though the primary construction of these buildings was timber-frame, you occasionally see outbuildings constructed of masonry or log.  The kitchen at the Ballard-Salisbury Plantation in Martin County, located approximately 15 miles from Hope Plantation, is a great example of a plank (sawn log) constructed building (Figs 26-27).  The building originally sat directly on the ground and had an earthen floor inside.  Unique features of this structure are the projecting dovetail corners and the tilted false plate. 
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Figs. 26-27. Ca. 1815 kitchen at the Ballard-Salsbury Plantation in Martin County    

Conservation of historic properties in this warm and humid climate presents a further challenge (Figs. 28–30).  Complicating the effects of this climate on buildings have been inappropriate repairs and modifications that often accelerate decay.  Over the years I have witnessed and even experimented with various techniques in stabilizing and repairing moisture and termite damaged framing members.  Some of the projects have involved “state-of-the-art” techniques such as the rehabilitation of the 1767 Chowan County Courthouse (Figs. 31-32).  This project employed a combination of Dutchmen repairs and the use of structural epoxies.  Monitoring numerous repairs over the years, I am convinced that the best approach, in most situations, is to use traditional materials and rely less on modern products such as epoxies, sealants, etc.  However, modern products can occasionally be beneficial in working with historic buildings.  For example, I have found Borates to be a valuable product as a wood preservative and for protection of wood against insect damage.  Epoxies also seem to perform well in protected areas.  Figure 33 illustrates a 20 year old Dutchman repair that is failing and causing additional damage to a historic post.  This patch was done with a different wood species, grain pattern, and contained more sapwood.  The differential movement of the woods allowed moisture to enter leading to decay.  Figure 34 illustrates a patch that is more akin to historic repairs that were used in the region in the 18th and 19th centuries.  These repairs tended to hold up as they were done with the same wood species and grain orientation.  In recommending repairs today, I would also add matching the moisture content of the two pieces being patched.     
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Fig. 29. Brown House, Pitt Co. 
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Figs. 33-34.
Preserving our timber-frame built heritage is a challenging task in an area that is experiencing development and population growth.  On the other hand, our challenge is finding ways to save abandoned rural buildings in areas with limited or declining inhabitants.  A “golden” carrot for our state has been the implementation of the Historic Preservation Tax Incentives for both income and non-income producing properties.  A 40% income-producing tax credit and a 30% non-income producing credit are available for the rehabilitation of historic buildings that are listed on the National Register of Historic Places.   Last year our state ranked 4th in the nation in the number of completed income-producing projects.  The total expenditure was a whopping $197,460, 671.  A recent income-producing tax credit project was the restoration of the early 19th century barn at Shelton Plantation (Fig. 29).  This timber-frame barn was rescued from near collapse and restored back into a barn for farm use.   
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Even with tax incentives and available technical restoration advice, it is often a struggle to save an endangered building if the owner has little or no interest in the historic property.  This was the case for the plantation known as Piney Prospect in Edgecombe County (Fig.36).  The owner of this significant endangered house had other plans for the property and needed the site cleared.  Important houses such as this one sometimes requires extreme measures to preserve.  We are very fortunate in North Carolina to have a statewide non-profit organization that revolves endangered properties.  Preservation North Carolina came to the rescue in negotiating an option with the owner to find an interested buyer who would relocate the property to another site.  The owner ended up generously donating the house to the foundation and giving them ample time to locate a buyer willing to move the building.  Within a few months the house sold and was recently relocated to a nearby site (Figs. 39-42).  This has been a great opportunity to study the intriguing framing system of the early 19th century house.  A couple of interesting framing features include the full-length solid cypress porch columns and the guttered (hewn from a single log) corner posts that extends from the 1st floor sill to the 2nd floor plate (Figs. 36-38).  Guttered corner posts were commonly used in two story houses beginning around the last decade of the 18th century.   
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Fig. 36. 
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Figs. 37-38.  Guttered (hewn) corner post running from 1st floor sill to 2nd
floor plate.  

[image: image40.jpg]




[image: image19.emf]Bracing for chimney


Fig. 39





Fig. 40 
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Fig. 41. Piney Prospect on new site. 


Fig. 42. Suspended chimneys. 

Web Resources:

North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office

www.hpo.dcr.state.nc.us
Preservation North Carolina 

www.presnc.org 

Hope Plantation

www.hopeplantation.org
Cupola House – State Historic Sites 

www.ah.dcr.state.nc.us/sections/hs/sites 
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   Fig. 2





Fig. 4. 





Fig. 16. Hope Plantation. 





Fig. 30. 
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