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ABSTRACT 

 

New England is known for its harsh winters and sturdy people.  But 

today, it is also known for its living history and surviving 

architecture, in particular, homes that are sometimes well over 200 

years old but look as though they were constructed yesterday.  While 

we can attribute their current condition to the people lucky enough to 

own and maintain them today, we must look to the people who, with 

Yankee ingenuity, fortitude, and craftsmanship, built these homes to 

withstand so many bitter winters- especially in the seacoast towns.  

This paper will not focus on the high-style homes of the governors 

and sea captains.  Rather, it will focus on the modest, middle-class 

home that was constructed of wood and covered with clapboards, 

with a single central fireplace and perhaps later, a rear salt-box 

addition.  The reader will go through the exterior building envelope 

system by system, learning traditional building methodology and 

materials.  After reviewing the history, the paper will discuss 

contemporary conditions.  Using archival research and informal 

interviews with preservation specialists, it will cover maintenance, 

adaptive reuse of historic fabric, and how much, if any, of a 268-

year-old house, can possibly be original.  In conclusion, using 

modern historic preservation methodology, recommendations will be 

made on how to keep the home standing for another 200 years, in the 

manner of a professional historic preservation maintenance manual.  

 

Introduction 

 

“The colonial homestead was built for the ages”- C. Keith Wilbur 

 

New Englanders traveled in the New World armed with only a few 

things. They brought with them some of their modestly-sized prized 

possessions, trade skills, and knowledge of how life was supposed to 

be; a life of freedom from religious persecution. But what they did 

not have with them is prior knowledge of physical aspects – the 

landscape and the weather- of where they were headed. They landed 

in New England believing that, given the fact that they were headed 

to a latitude line that was in the low forties, similar to Spain and 

Southern France, the climate would be similar to those familiar 

countries. It was the very hot summers that worried the Colonists 

upon arrival, but the expected mild winters were not concerning 

(Kupperman 1984). Of course, what they found was a hot summer, 

and a winter colder than anything that they had experienced in 

England. Adding to that a rugged, untouched environment and rocky, 

inhospitable soil, the newcomers had their work cut out to carve 

themselves a reputation of resilience, sturdiness, and thrift, that has 

lasted 300 years. 

  

Vernacular architecture can be described as commonplace 

architecture that is the direct result of immediate needs, actions and 

behaviors using local and available construction materials (Carter and 

Cromley 2005: xiv). It shows a vital connection between humans and 

their immediate environment. Colonists came with one idea in mind 

of the homes that they would build, similar to the homes that they left 

behind. The reality was quite different and took some time to perfect. 

Wattle and daub exteriors would not withstand the harsh winters; 

they would learn to use wooden clapboards. Thatched roofs would 

not work in New England weather either; they would turn again to 

the vast virgin forests and use wood to sheathe and shingle their 

roofs. All the while, these exterior treatments would shield the sturdy 

post-and-beam frame and central hearth that would make up the heart 

and the bones of the home, from traditional knowledge that they 

brought from the homeland. Some of the surviving buildings are 

high-style Georgian architecture, attached to important names in 

history, and are operated as museums. It is not surprising that they 

have survived. But the modest home of the everyday family survives 

as well, and there is a very good reason for it.  

 

Historic Building Floorplan and Systems Overview 

 

New England colonial houses were constructed of different shapes 

and sizes, starting with the earliest tiny, thatched roof hovels and one-

room cottages of Plimouth Plantation. Settlers, counting on 

permanence, built in the fashion that they knew how, that of the 

styles that they left behind in England: oak post-and-beam 

construction (Larkin et.al 1988:24). However, whereas in England 

the resources used for building were greatly depleted, in the New 

World the forest was primeval, and there was no shortage of 

materials to build in the sturdiest manner. And while the earliest 

homes more closely resembled the medieval half-timbered, overhung 

styles of the homeland, New Englanders were quick and efficient at 

scoping out the land, weather and the resources and developing their 

own vernacular style of architecture, using age-old techniques that 

would ensure their longevity. 

 

The most common style of house that still stands in coastal New 

England towns would have belonged to the modest working man, the 

shipwright, the merchant or tradesman. The two-room, one story 

“Cape Cod,” with a central chimney and loft for storage was the basic 

model, which evolved to having a second story, allowing for more 

room and a growing family (see Figure 1). Lean-to additions were 

added to the rear elevation, giving the home the curved roof to 

channel the winter winds up and over, and the shape of the salt-box 

that would become its famous nickname. Additions could run the 

length of the house or extend from the rear center or from one side, 

but they changed the footprint of the house over the years, which, for 

the most part, began as a basic rectangle (Wilbur 1992:2).  

 

  
Figure 1: The post-and-beam, 2-story Colonial floorplan. Image courtesy of C. Keith Wilbur 

The building systems, which will be covered in detail in the 

following chapters, are the basic tenants that make up the greater 

building envelope of any house: foundation, walls, finishes, 

fenestration, and roof system. Yet the way that these homes were 

built and the know-how that the builders possessed is anything but 

basic. They hand-hewed massive beams of white oak with the built-in 

knowledge that the material was the best choice for discouraging 

insects and fungi growth (Wilbur 1992:3). They knew how to make 

bricks out of the abundant source of clay that the soil provided. They 

could properly “scribe the joints” of two massive timbers in a frame 

with hand-cut mortise and tenons, essentially joining the separate 

pieces permanently with wooden pegs. And when they discovered 

that keeping the elements out during a much harsher winter would 

require ingenuity beyond the thatched roofs and the wattle and daub 

siding of their homeland, they persisted in weatherboarding the entire 

house to protect its sturdy bones, with the most abundant resource at 
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their disposal: cedar, pine, and a number of other types of timber 

found readily as a natural resource.  

 

Foundation Systems 

 

Foundations in New England were mainly constructed of another 

very abundant resource: rubble stone. Once brick-making became 

prevalent, houses were built on top of stacked brick as well (see 

Figure 2). However, the brick was essentially cosmetic, and sitting on 

top of the rubble foundation just below grade. Thickness of brick 

foundations varied; the more substantial the house, the more courses 

made up the foundation. Later in the colonial period, dressed stone 

foundations, mortared above grade, also became common in areas 

where stone was quarried nearby (Schnitzler 2018: personal 

communication). If the house was to have a cellar, it would be lined 

with the same stones.  Rubble foundations would flare outwardly 

towards the base in order to resist the pressure of the surrounding soil 

while sitting upon loadbearing cornerstone boulders (Nash 2003:88). 

If the house was without a cellar, colonists would dig into the ground 

about a foot, at least, to start laying the foundation below the 

frostline, and build it to rise above grade at least eight inches (Wilbur 

1992:28). Housebuilders took care to ensure, using early levelling 

tools like A-levels and T-levels, that the foundation was perfectly 

level, whether or not the ground surface was. Large, seasoned, hand-

hewn sill logs were placed directly on top of the foundation. Girders 

and joists were then notched directly into the top of the sill logs, with 

the rest of the house frame continuing up from the base.  

 

Modern Issues 

 

Depending on the drainage situation, the foundation of a structure is 

always at the most risk of collapsing due to moisture. New 

Englanders were quick to figure out that, due to excessive moisture in 

the soils, a dry-laid stone foundation was the best. They often went 

without mortar not only just because of the lack of a source of lime in 

the vicinity (although there is one account of a Connecticut family 

making mortar out of “shell lime”), but also because access water 

could trickle through the spaces between the irregular stones 

naturally, and ease any hydrostatic pressure that could be caused by 

the combination of “weeping joints” and wet soil (Shelton 2008:37). 

Spring runoff or snowmelt that falls from the roof and pools around 

the house, then soaks into the ground at the foundation and freezes, is 

another danger that causes cracks in a mortared foundation. Resulting 

“frost heave” affects all types of foundations but can be even more 

detrimental to a dry-stacked, uneven wall than a perfectly straight, 

secured monolithic wall of modern concrete. 

 

 
Figure 2: The Chase House at Strawbery Banke, with brick foundation. Photo by author. 

Dry-stacked foundations are not without other possible issues, 

especially with a full basement that allows for soil seepage through 

open spaces. Undermining soil can eventually push unsecured stones 

inward, causing a collapse (Nash 2003:90). Another issue, bound to 

become very prevalent as the earth continues to heat up, is water 

coming up from below. In Portsmouth, New Hampshire’s Strawbery 

Banke Museum, a living history town (settled in 1623) that sits at the 

base of the tidal Piscataqua River only a few miles from the ocean, 

rising sea levels are taking their toll as basements become flooded 

regularly- a much harder issue to prevent than water seeping in from 

above (Schnitzler 2018: personal communication).  

 

Recommendations for Preservation 

 

As this issue can be detrimental to the very existence of a historic 

house, preventative measures must be taken before it needs to be 

jacked up on blocks for a complete restoration. The diversion of any 

and all moisture is the first step. There should be no vegetation 

anywhere near the foundation, as plants and trees have roots that 

attract and soak up as much water as possible. The grade should be 

down-sloped away from the walls to prevent pooling, and any water 

that hits the roof should be collected in gutters and downspouts and 

cast off at as far a distance from the foundation as possible. This can 

be accomplished on a small scale by a building a type of “French 

drain”- digging a shallow trench around the foundation, inserting a 

modern perforated pipe, filling in the trench, and covering the pipe 

with gravel or a soil that is sufficiently porous. The downspout 

should be long enough to channel the water off of the house, and 

directly into the piping to then be distributed elsewhere. If the soil 

remains sufficiently drained, hydrostatic pressure will not occur, and 

while the ground may still freeze, the soil will not be saturated 

enough to cause a frost heave. If building up the grade is necessary in 

certain depressions around the house, then options include packing 

clay-rich soil against the foundation to create a slope for the water to 

wash away from the house, or to dig a swale (a shallow channel) 

towards lower ground that will draw the water away forcibly (Nash 

2003:90).  

 

In the case of the rising water table, Strawbery Banke is only just 

starting to get structural engineers involved. Their preservation team 

has been experimenting by utilizing vapor barriers and sump pumps, 

and in one case even raising the height of the basement floor to 

prevent the rising tide from penetrating and doing further damage 

(Schnitzler 2018: personal communication). This will become a much 

larger, more widespread heritage resource management issue in the 

future for all historic homes near bodies of water. 

 

Wall Systems 

 

Traditional framing techniques came to America from England; 

however, settlers would have quickly realized that certain changes 

would have to made once they experienced their first bout of extreme 

New England weather patterns. Houses were built around a central 

chimney, which served as the heart of the home (Nash 2003:136). 

They were outlined with heavy ground sill beams, then upright, load-

bearing posts were mortise-and-tenoned into the sills at the four 

corners, called “principle posts,” with several (depending on the size 

of the house) heavy posts interspersed evenly to hold up the front and 

rear walls. At least one “prick post” was located centrally at either 

end of the house, lined up beneath each gable. Once the load-bearing 

frame was in place, studs were put in between the posts both for 

supporting the girt beams for a second floor, and for receiving the 

outer wall covering and interior in-filling (Cummings 1979:54). 

Before the frame was “infilled,” the unpredictable climate required 

that the entire frame be enclosed as quickly as possible. Traditional 

English builders quickly learned that wattle and daub and clay would 

not be adequate in the New World. New Englanders were also 

lacking the lime that would harden clay for exterior finishes, and 

without the proper specifications, entire walls would wash away 



during an unexpected hard rain. The settlers were not unfamiliar with 

clapboard siding, referred to as “weatherboarding,”; it was used more 

frequently in the Old World on outbuildings, such as barns, and less 

frequently on proper houses (Cummings 1979:130).  

 

Clapboards became the adopted exterior finish, due to their ability to 

best keep the New England weather out. At times, especially in the 

earlier 17th century, clapboards would have been nailed directly to the 

studs, slatted downwards so that the moisture did not get in between 

them and cause then to degrade. Protective cornerboards did not 

come into regular use until the early 18th century (Cummings 

1979:134). Also becoming more commonplace in the 18th century 

was the use of “underboarding,” or sheathing, serving as another 

layer of protection between inside walls, insulating infilling, and 

clapboards. Generally made of plentiful first-growth white pine, 

underboards were wide and thick-cut horizontal boards that were 

nailed to the studs and encapsulated the entire frame of the house. As 

fire prevention was always a priority (especially after devastating 

fires in Boston and elsewhere ravaged huge portions of cities, leaving 

many homeless), certain steps were taken to fireproof homes that 

were built from wood, such as “roughcasting,” or applying a plaster 

cement-like substance to exterior walls, tempered with broken glass 

from “junk bottles” (Cummings 1979:135). As this roughcast cement 

also required expensive lime, this exterior wall treatment was seen 

mostly in urban areas- areas that would also see increased risk of 

fires.  

 

Further permanence was secured with infilling. Some 18th century 

houses went without infilling, such as the houses at the Strawbery 

Banke Museum in coastal New Hampshire (Schnitzler 2018: personal 

communication). But for southerly New England coastal homes, 

infilling was the often the final stage of completing the exterior walls 

and consisted of filling in the spaces between the studs with materials 

to strengthen and insulate the walls against the harsh weather. In 

England, interior walls would be made of whitewashed wattle and 

daub, but in New England, this practice gave way to much sturdier 

brick-and-clay wall linings that, with overboard and upkept, painted 

clapboard, shows good reason for a home to survive for 268 winters. 

Other examples of infill, notably in the Massachusetts Bay area, 

include clay and chopped straw, and in one case, tightly-packed eel 

grass (Cummings 1979:140). One would think that the sturdiest and 

most enduring infilling practice, allowing the greatest chance of long-

term survival, would be the homes with brick and clay interior walls. 

However, Portsmouth’s houses, protected only by clapboard, 

underboarding, then lathe and plaster on the inside, with no insulation 

between the studs, have survived to tell their tales as well.  

 

Modern Issues 

 

The clapboards are designed to repel water by facing downwards, 

with tightly connected, intermittent joints that are never exposed 

enough for moisture to seep in. Authentic 18th century clapboard 

homes can also be distinguished by the clapboards at the base of the 

house, above the foundation- they are much closer together at the 

bottom. There is a two-part reason given for this: hand-riven 

clapboards, which were inconsistent in size because they were cut by 

hand, were placed in a graduated manner; the narrower pieces were 

placed at the base and the larger pieces towards the top. This also 

made sense because of the severity of the winter, in which they 

would be insulating the house against the snow that is often packed 

around it for weeks (Schnitzler 2018: personal communication) (see 

Figure 3). It was the invention of the sawmill that could turn out 

timber-sawn clapboards that were all even, and the length of the tree 

(and the house) itself. Clapboards might be seemingly flimsy pieces 

of oak, pine or cedar, depending on the locale, but they have proven 

that with care, they can last a very long time. It would be the 

clapboards at the base of a house that are the most exposed to harsh 

weather and that would need the most monitoring for possible 

splicing replacement.  

 

 
Figure 3: The 2-story Colonial in the New England winter. Photo by author. 

Clapboards have the barrier of oil-based paint to keep them from rot, 

but the sill beams, and the base of the posts and studs, have no such 

protection. Sills sit only eight inches above the ground surface, as a 

standard rule. The higher the foundation, the better the chance that 

the base of the frame will stay impervious to the inevitable moisture 

that will spread from the sheathing, to the base of the studs, to the 

sill. Older wood has less rot-resisting resins than new construction; if 

the base of the framed walls is not kept reasonably dry, the timbers 

will degrade and eventually need treatment or replacement.  

 

Recommendations for Preservation 

 

There are some steps that can be taken before full replacement, but 

decay must be caught in the early stages. The sill is an important 

“bone” in the frame of the house, and epoxies and consolidants, used 

for repairing decaying wood, can be used with careful consideration. 

Epoxies are highly toxic resins that, when mixed with a catalyst, 

essentially turn wood into a very hard plastic. The first step is 

determining how far advanced the rot is; there is no need to replace 

an entire sill for surficial rot. Tapping the log with a hammer will tell 

the homeowner how far towards the center the decay goes. If the 

sound rings at a high tone, the inside is still sound, for the time being 

(Nash 2003:139). By drilling into the wood at an angle and inserting 

epoxy resin, as well as coating the outside of the log with a 

paintbrush, the beam can be solidified without any special 

woodworking skills or tools.  

 

Other minor repairs might include a repair-in-place method which 

involves removing the rotted portion with a saw until you have 

reached a stable, healthy surface. The next step would be to apply a 

“Dutchman,” or new piece, matching in dimensions, to splice onto 

the old one. The new piece must either be pressure-treated or coated 

with a wood preservative. A similar tactic can be applied to the base 

of rotted studs; the rotted portion should be cut off and a Dutchman 

spliced in to meet the sill. If the floor joists are rotted, however, as 

they are loadbearing structural members, they would need to be either 

replaced or “sistered” with a healthy piece, meaning that the rotted 

part is removed, and new wood of the same dimensions is secured 

next to the removed end, which is then inserted into the top of the 

new sill either with modern means, or, for the purist, mortise and 

tenon (Nash 2003:140, 141). If the sill log is rotted through, it will 

necessitate a whole new timber by means of lifting the house on 

jacks- it is much easier to fix when caught early.  

 

Finishes and Coatings 

 

The earliest First Period houses in New England were not painted. 

Clapboards were left to weather naturally, without even a coat of 

linseed oil to protect them. As the 18th century dawned, colors appear 

on clapboards that were derived from the soil itself, such as yellow 

ochre and iron oxide creating the shades of yellows and reds that are 



replicated on historic homes today. These pigments would be mixed 

with lead and linseed oil, and whether they knew it or not at the time, 

they were doing their exteriors a service that was all but freezing 

them in time (Graves 2015: Yankee Magazine). Those homeowners 

with the means could paint their homes in a three-tiered scheme: the 

body one color, the trim a complementing color (usually white), and 

the sash- the windows and the door- would receive a pop of color 

(such as a red or green). Many homes that we see in New England 

today of the plainer, two-story Colonial variety are monotone in 

color, having trim that matches the body of the house (see Figure 4). 

While this seems accurate for working-class families without the 

means to splurge on several expensive pigments, there has been 

nothing written explaining this very common variation. On these 

homes, sometimes only the door is a different color, or kept natural. 

 

 
Figure 4: Classic New England monotone paint scheme, Portsmouth, NH. Photo by author. 

Modern Issues 

 

There are, in fact, in-situ houses in Strawbery Banke Museum that 

still have many original clapboards, and these external features are 

well over 200 years old. John Schnitzler, Restoration Carpenter since 

1977, states that the combination of the quality of wood (white pine) 

and the use of lead paint have made it possible to preserve the 

original clapboards for all this time, and in the case of one house, it 

went 73 years without being repainted (2018 personal 

communication). All clapboards are not treated equally by the 

environment, and those at the base of the house that are exposed to 

ice, snow and general moisture have been replaced on an as-needed 

basis. The sun acts as a detriment to vibrant paint colors, and while 

the north side of a house will remain bright, the south side, depending 

on exposure, will have to be repainted with regularity. 

 

Recommendations for Preservation 

 

Paint is not immune to moisture issues, visible in the form of blooms 

of mildew. Mildew can be cleaned with bleach and water. Excessive 

sun exposure will cause blistering and peeling of paint. No matter the 

quality, paint will not last forever. While the early and continuous use 

of lead in paint acted as a preservative for some clapboards in 

Strawbery Banke, lead paint is no longer safe to use. Preservation 

specialists now have to use oil paint, or latex. How long the new 

treatment will last is dependent on several factors: the quality of the 

job removing the previous paint, environmental factors, and the paint 

itself. The removal of paint requires painstaking scraping, preserving, 

and priming, with two finish coats that are compatible with the wood 

preservative (www.historicnewengland.com). It takes an infinite 

amount of work to get 18th century homes looking like they were 

built yesterday with a fresh coat of paint. 

 

Fenestration Systems 

 

In 17th century First Period homes, oftentimes the fenestration 

patterns were irregular. Single windows, generally of the casement 

type, were smaller than later Colonial homes with sash windows 

(Isham 2007:47). Glass, an expensive commodity, had to be imported 

from England until well into the 18th century- the first American 

glassworks was opened in Boston in the 1770s (Nash 2003:221). 

Depending on locations of chimneys, staircases, and structural 

beams, windows were placed where they fit, and where the light 

would most benefit the interior of the home. The earlier windows had 

two, three, or four “lights,” and where often separated by wooden 

mullions and transoms. Windows were either built into the frame 

during construction, or built separately and added later by being 

custom cut into the underboarding (Cummings 1979:150,153).  

 

With the turn of the 18th century came a distinct change in window 

style, beginning, as usual, in the urban centers. The windows became 

larger and the manner of opening changed to sashes that opened up-

and-down, with square panes, rather than side-to-side opening, 

diamond-paned casements. By the turn of the rapidly modernizing 

19th century, the diamond-paned casement window was ancient 

architectural artifact. The earliest sash windows, while appearing 

“double-hung” like modern windows, would only open by the lower 

sash- the upper sash was fixed in place. It was not until around 1750 

that double-hung windows had moveable upper and lower sashes 

(Nash 2003:221). Many of the First Period Colonial homes survived 

into the 19th-and-early-20th-century and had updated fenestration 

patterns at the time of their demolition (Cummings 1979:155,157). 

Applied windows (made elsewhere then brought to the building site) 

were either set into the frame in wood with putty or with lead. One 

recorder stated as early as 1701 that the “putty must be very good” or 

the “lead must be very thick and well cimented” (sic) for the reason 

of the “violence of our storms” (Cummings 1979:155). Every aspect 

of building the New England house took the weather into 

consideration, and for good cause. The pattern of fenestration for the 

two-story, central chimney house was, as evidence shows today, 

symmetrical with the sash windows, generally in alignment with the 

front door on the front elevation and one window per floor on the 

gable sides (see Figures 4 and 5). These vernacular homes were, of 

course, far from cookie cutters and no two are exactly alike. 

 

 
Figure 5: Symmetrical fenestration patterns on homes in Portsmouth, NH. Photo by author. 

Modern Issues 

 

The introduction of the double-hung sash window allowed for more 

light to enter the house, and more “nooks and crannies” on all four 

elevations of a dwelling for moisture to become trapped, and 

introduce mildew and rot. If glaze is not maintained, a house will lose 

heat rapidly, making keeping the old window not energy efficient and 

economically sound. When original single-glazed windows are 

replaced, it usually for energy-efficiency purposes. However, the cost 

to the historical integrity of the house by replacing a window is steep 

and irreparable.  

 

http://www.historicnewengland.com/


Recommendations for Preservation 

 

If properly maintained, wood windows can last over 200 years. That 

being said, keeping original windows sound and weatherproof takes a 

decent amount of effort. Historically accurate window replacements 

exist but are extremely pricey; under no circumstances will a 

preservationist ever recommend replacing original wood windows 

with aluminum or vinyl. Repairing windows, even ones in advanced 

deterioration, will always be the first priority. Windows will be more 

energy efficient by adding weather-stripping and putty where needed, 

replacing missing glaze or re-glazing sashes regularly and caulking 

trim, and replacing any cracked glass with new individual panes 

(Nash 2003:224). Epoxy consolidant can also be brushed on 

woodwork to stabilize and strengthen. It is most important to monitor 

the joints between the windowsill and trim, which will be the first 

part of the window to trap moisture and rot. Wood should stay 

painted and joints caulked to prevent water from infiltrating the trim 

to the window itself.  

 

Roof Systems 

 

The gabled roof was the easiest framing system and required the least 

complex underlying support (McAlester 1984:46). Roofs have been 

framed with rafters and purlins since wooden framed houses were 

first constructed, and the postmedieval carpenters who traveled to the 

New World brought this technology and know-how with them. What 

becomes clear in the study of earlier New England homes as they 

evolve from late 17th to early 18th century, is that roof systems get 

lighter as settlers adapt, and perhaps a new generation of 

housebuilders learn to be more efficient with the resources that they 

have inherited. In fact, while the roofs in the Old World held their 

shape with large principle rafters and purlins and fewer common 

rafters and purlins, they were holding up thatch, tile or stone roofing 

materials. Thatched roofs were only common in the Massachusetts 

Bay area in the earliest days of occupation (Cummings 1979:142).  

 

Breaking tradition in what might be an entirely American innovation, 

as with the walls, the roofs would also receive sheathing directly on 

top on the rafters, distributing weight evenly, with wood shingles as 

the exterior treatment. The new lightweight roof experiment was 

better weatherproofed than the old style, and as a result the scantling 

of the rafters and purlins was greatly diminished for a time in the 

Massachusetts Bay area (Cummings 1979:99). With the lightweight 

lumber, the pitch of the roof must have been taken into great 

consideration, as no amount of snow could be allowed to accumulate. 

Evidence does show that in the mid-to-late 18th century, the homes 

were again being built with heavier dimensional timbers as principle 

rafters and purlins, and so perhaps in certain parts of New England 

the practice of the lightweight roof was found to be lacking. Wooden 

white pine or cedar shingles, however, remained a common roof 

cladding during the colonial period; as one early report states, unlike 

tile, “it will never warp” (Cummings 1979:142). In northern New 

England, white pine was used exclusively (Schnitzler 2018: personal 

communication). While there is evidence of 18th century shingles 

treated with a pitch pine coating similar to turpentine, most refences 

will cite that New England roof shingles went bare as a general rule 

(Park 2004:194). Therefore, there is scant evidence of original, 18th-

century shingles in existence today; historians can gain insight to 

their material make-up and dimensions from historical documents. 

 

Modern Issues 

 

It has been argued, with good reason, that the roof is the most 

important system to maintain on any structure. It is certainly the most 

vulnerable (Park 2004:194). The roof is the first line of defense to 

keep moisture off of the walls, fenestration, and foundation systems. 

The foundation may hold a house upright, but without a decent roof 

with protective eaves and gutters, there is no preventing water from 

running down the side of a building and soaking into cracks and 

creases of trim, clapboards, and framing, therefore pooling, seeping 

into the ground, and introducing rot and other moisture-related issues.  

 

The durability and lifetime of roof shingles will depend on many 

factors, the quality of the shingle itself being among the most 

prominent.  Environmental variants play a large role, such as 

exposure to sunlight and lack thereof. Ultraviolet rays of sunlight 

continuously beating down on wood will accelerate deterioration. 

Likewise, excessive shade and the inability to dry out after wet 

weather will encourage the formation of moss and lichens on wood 

shingles. Wind and debris will cause erosion. If the roof is not sloped 

enough, snowpack will cause weakening. Exterior factors will also 

play a role in the unevenness of deterioration, and one side of a 

gabled roof will often have to be replaced more often than the other. 

Interior circumstances may even play a role, such a poor ventilation 

in the garret. Poor ventilation can cause condensation, allowing 

shingles to rot from within.   

 

Recommendations for Preservation  

 

Regular monitoring is the key to keeping historic roofs in the best 

shape possible. Make sure the attic is well-ventilated from within. 

Shingles must be kept sufficiently dry, and gutters clean from build-

up of debris. While the sun will eventually destroy shingles, moisture 

will inherently make quicker work of the need to replace. Avoiding  

this may entail cutting back tree branches that obscure the sunlight 

and encourage vegetation growth. It is possible to remove moss and 

lichen build-up, but it is more complicated than simply replacing the 

offending shingles. Using the best quality materials is imperative, 

even if they don’t match the original wood. At Strawbery Banke in 

coastal New Hampshire, white pine was used as the original roof 

treatment. However, today it is difficult and expensive to get pine 

shingles, and impossible to find hand-cut pine shingles in volume. As 

a compromise, they use machine-cut cedar shingles, that, while not 

100 percent accurate, enhance the appearance and add to the feeling 

of historical integrity more so than if they had traded off for slate or 

ceramic tile (Schnitzler 2018: personal communication). Shingles 

should be replaced as-needed, and with luck, quality materials, and 

systematic monitoring, an entire roof will need replacing every few 

decades.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Cape Cods, two-story Colonials, and salt-box homes dating to the 

mid-18th-century and earlier can be seen quite frequently in coastal 

New England today. They have become quite a commodity; one 

might say that they belong to the modest tradesman and shipbuilder 

no longer. It takes a very good salary to own and maintain one of 

these homes. But the good news is, the people who own them, love 

them for what they are. Paint colors are authentic and kept bright, 

windows are still made from wood, with individual panes. Such great 

care is taken to stay true to the era. Strolling through entire blocks of 

18th century houses can be quite transformative- there is a feeling of 

patriotism and sense of awe for the history that these houses have 

witnessed first-hand. It is a true testament to the builders: to the 

carpenters, to the joiners, sawyers, and shingle-makers. Without their 

efforts, and the continued efforts of dedicated preservationists and 

modern homeowners, these phenomenal historical artifacts would not 

still stand to shelter us today.  
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Appendix A 

 

John Schnitzler, Restoration Carpenter  

Strawbery Banke Museum 

Portsmouth, New Hampshire 

 

Interviewed on 7/10/18 

 

Q: What is your training? 

A: Worked at SB since 1977. Grew up in nearby Kittery, Maine. Became interested in preservation at a very young age, while tinkering around the 

old abandoned houses in town (this was before the gentrification of Portsmouth- didn’t get to formal education). 

 

(Foundation questions; I originally thought most SB houses were brought in, only to learn that all but four are in situ) 

Q: Are fieldstone foundations generally dry stacked? Does this have to do with the lack of limestone in New England? 

A: SB foundations are mostly fieldstone or “split” (dressed). Earlier homes are dry-stacked fieldstone. Later, as quarries were created, stone would be 

imported from upriver by gundalow from towns like Durham, etc. Trees as well…SB area used up the trees pretty quickly.  

 

Q: With brick foundations, how many courses of brick are used, how thick are brick foundations? (Does the brick go down to the basement? 

“Hydrostatic pressure and all…”) 

A: Depends on the size of the house. Two or three courses is not unusual, more for very large homes. No, brick is just for show, it does not go far 

below grade. The brick sits on top of a rubble foundation.  

 

(Wall questions) 

Q: Do any houses in SB have original clapboards?  

A: Yes, lots of them. Survived because of the quality of the wood, and because they were encrusted in lead paint. Not much availability for paint 

pigments for First period houses, but by the late 18th century they painted everything.  

 

Q: How often do clapboards need replacing? Is it done on a “where needed” basis? How long do clapboards generally last, as they see the most 

weather in NE?  

A: They don’t survive as well on the south side, the sun “eats them up.” Most get replaced. On the north side, they survive. The clapboards are 

entirely made of white pine in SB, those that survive are at least 200 years old. They are replaced when needed, preserved if possible. 

 

Q: Why are the clapboards at the base of the houses closer together?  

A: Common question. Graduating clapboards last better, they are densely nailed at the base. Yes, they are exposed to the most moisture, replaced as 

needed. Also, handmade clapboards were riven out of the log inconsistently, they were graded, and small and narrow at the bottom of a home. They 

are graduated and get larger as they go up the side of a house. In 1828 the circular saw was invented; timber sawn clapboards are obvious because 

they are all the same size- not graduated. 

 

Q: Do any SB houses still have original infilling within the walls? What is it made from?  

A: None of the houses at SB have any infilling. It’s just clapboard, sheathing- 1-inch pine underboarding- frame (stud), lath, plaster. Heard of the 

infilling spoken about in Cummings’ book. “Nogging” is a term for brick and clay infilling.  

 

(Paint questions) 

Q: Generally speaking, how often does a house need repainting? 

A: Depends. Four to six years if scraped and reapplied, longer if you go through all the proper steps. One house, painted in lead, lasted 73 years 

before needing a paint job. Another in the same paint went 22 years- it depends.  

 

Q: Is paint considered protective? (The earliest homes were not painted) (Asked what they use now due to lead paint being illegal) 

A: Very much so. We use oil paint, although now that’s becoming a no-no as well. You can get it, but it’s very expensive. Latex paint. A house will 

need repainting every 4 or 5 years. 

 

Q: Would they have used linseed oil, or anything at all, to treat unpainted wood?  

A: Not on First Period houses- they used nothing. We use it sometimes, with paint. Linseed oil paint.  

(I asked about using it as a preservative, as my colleagues did in Montana, to paint fresh roofs- he seemed intrigued but no, they don’t treat their 

shingles at all) 

 

(Roof questions) 

Q: What types of materials does SB use to cover roofs? 

A: Machine-cut cedar shingles. They used to be pine, all of northern New England used white pine- but no one makes them anymore, and it’s too 

much for us to do. 

 

Q: Are the shingles protected with anything? 

A: No 

 

Q: Generally, how often do shingles get replaced? Piecemeal or as a whole? How often do you check the roof for weather damage?  

A: Roofs replaced as needed. We are about to replace a roof that is 40 years old, and another that is 20 years old is next. Depends on the sun, shade, 

etc. (I say that all I am talking about in my paper is the winter and terrible inclement weather, and here he is, talking about the sun.) “The sun is the 

great destroyer, then the rain comes and washes it away.”  

 



Q: What, if any, sort of moisture issues do the houses at SB have? Drainage? 

A: Basements have too much moisture. Right now, we have the rising tides- we sit right on a tidal river- penetrating the basements and pushing the 

water table around. (Not to get political, but do you think this is a global warming issue?) I guess so. 

 

(I bring up my old job where we would dig around foundations and apply French drains [with perforated pipes buried in gravel] and say that those 

buildings were in alleys, so the work wouldn’t be seen by the public; in SB, tourists have full access to walk around the buildings and everything 

looks pristine.) 

A: I wouldn’t mind the gravel (and the altered look) so much, if it was keeping the building dry. 

 

Q: How do you deal with that? What treatments do you use to prevent moisture issues?  (I ask if the engineers are involved yet.) 

A: Starting to get engineers involved. Trying sump pumps, drainage, raising the basement height- which is reversible-, vapor barrier. Maybe some 

things that aren’t so preservation friendly, but if it’s about saving the building at this point… “no place to drain things to.”  

 
 
 

 

 

 



 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 


	Kathleen M. McCourt
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	“The colonial homestead was built for the ages”- C. Keith Wilbur
	Historic Building Floorplan and Systems Overview
	Foundation Systems
	Modern Issues
	Recommendations for Preservation
	Wall Systems
	Modern Issues
	Recommendations for Preservation
	Finishes and Coatings
	Modern Issues
	Recommendations for Preservation
	Fenestration Systems
	Modern Issues
	Recommendations for Preservation
	If properly maintained, wood windows can last over 200 years. That being said, keeping original windows sound and weatherproof takes a decent amount of effort. Historically accurate window replacements exist but are extremely pricey; under no circumst...
	Roof Systems
	Modern Issues

