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GW Slept Here
Martin Davidson had a weakness for old things.
It
was not an obsession, just a clear and unwavering
preference.
Even if they performed more slowly and
deliberately, old things seemed of higher quality ,
consisted of more substantial materials, and made
satisfying sounds of accomplishment.
Tools, for
example, furniture, automobiles - all such items in the
Davidson household were old.
Martin didn't go so far
as to wear old clothing (except his own), but he did
seek out apparel that had old-fashioned quality and
design.
It is best if people with such inclinations
also are handy and possess a certain mechanical
aptitude, because old things tend to give out, often at
critical moments.
Local service companies rarely stock
parts for old models, and service personnel usually
have little experience or interest in working on them.
Alas , Martin had the preference for old things but he
was not handy.
Five years ago Martin and his wife bought an old
house.
They loved its low ceilings and numerous
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fireplaces, the wide-board floors, and the welcoming
smell of old wood.
It was not a fancy house but a
simple farmhouse, perhaps the original farmhouse on the
ridge.
It had been built around 1760 or so, for when
the property was sold in 1769 by descendants of the
original land grantee to a local farmer named Birdsall,
the deed noted the existence of a farmhouse.
The house
sat on high ground, nestled back into the ridge.
On
the south side the basement, which contained the
original kitchen with its great hearth and crane and
beehive oven, was at ground level, whereas groundlevel
on the north side was at the first floor.
The land
dropped away toward the east and south so that, looking
beyond the pasture that had once been part of the
property, there was a fine view of distant hills.
They
knew how to properly site a house in those days.
The community was an interesting mix of old,
mainly late 18 th and early 19 th century houses, and new,
in the form of small developments of rather expensive
homes built in a simple farmhouse or overtly Victorian
style on land :t.-eclaimed f:t.-o m the woods or sold off from
the no - Ionger - profitable farm at the end of the road.
There were also a number of summer cottages built
earlier in the century, then winterized and expanded to
transform them into year-round residences.
This was
the pet project of a man named Wilson, the publisher of
the Readers' Guide to Periodical Literature found in
every library in the country. Wilson fixed up these
summer cottages and sold many of them to librarian
friends.
Martin's house had belonged for a time to a
librarian from C.olumbia University.
There was no commercial enterprise in the
community except an inn whose core was perhaps as old
as Martin's house, but which had been renovated and
enlarged during the 19 th century.
The inn functioned
only as a restaurant, but in earlier days it had also
let rooms.
When the Wilsons owned it, in the 20's, on
weekends it was full of librarians who had come out of
the city by train to check the progress of the houses
they would soon occupy.
There were a number of other old houses.
The main
house for the large farm at the end of the road had
been built about 1780. Another house nearby , of the
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same vintage, had been subsequently graced, around
1840, with a substantial addition in the fede ral style.
The oldest building in the neighborhood was a house
thought to date from about 1750.
It served as a
command post for George Washington's troops during the
Revolutionary War.
This had been an important region
for Washington's army.
Martin's house had the virtues of an old building
and also the drawbacks. Many windows did not work
properly.
Only one fireplace out of five was
functional; the others weLe [Illed with debris and
would probably require relining.
The house had
obviously not been insulated sufficiently, for it was
cold and drafty in winter.
The systems were adequate
but very old and no doubt involved such undesirable
materials as lead and mercury. At some point, the
house had settled in dramatic fashion, resulting in a
drop of almost five inches toward the center of the
house.
Floors were so comically uneven that
neighborhood children delighted in letting toy cars and
trucks roll from the high side of the first floor
rooms.
Interior decoration dated from the seventies
and was beginning to looked frayed.
These signs of age
contributed to the charm of the place, but there is no
denying that the house was beginning to cry out for
attention.
Martin and his wife were paralyzed by uncertainty
and thus had done little in the way of renovation or
redecorating . Even the simple things, like replacing
the wallpaper or the hideous carpeting in the living
room dnd bedrooms, seemed somehow connected to the
larger issues.
Jacking up the house to reduce the
settling could necessitate redoing either one since
plaster could crack and floors might be replaced.
The
insulation could be put in now, but wouldn't it be
better to wait until the exterior shingles needed to be
replaced in a few years anyway or until it was deemed
pointless to try to save the interior plaster walls?
Proceeding with the jacking was obviously the initial
step, yet it was unclear what the consequences would
be . An extensive renovation made little sense from an
investment standpoint for it was a small house, yet
Martin's intent was to stay, not to sell, so it was not
really an investment issue at all.
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Months of indecision followed months of dithering
until, one day, Mar tin and his wife decided to bring in
a restoration archi tect to give them advice. He was
unsure what the effect s o f jacking would be on the
hous e . Su rveyi ng t h e hou se , he saw much that was
probably 1 9 th c entury and only a little that might be
18 th , b u t h e recommended that they have a carpenter do
some expl o ra to ry work to reveal footings, framing
elements, and beams, thinking that any additional
informa tion might he l p determi ne the path they would
follow.
Th i s was done , and i t was found that the
framing was c e rtainly 18 th ce ntury and the house was
basically sound.
Fo r tifi e d by these inor revelations, it was
decided t o p roc eed with the j acking process, to be done
in extremely small incre ent s over many months.
Each
adjustment brought wit h 't subtle shifts, and Martin
noticed hairline cracks in the unpapered walls.
The
cracks began to open a nd then, finally, three windows
popped.
It was now clear t hat further jacking would
lead to enormous prob ems . The complete interior and
windows would have to be replaced.
Then s omething mi raculous happened, and it gave
Marti n a n d h is wife the strength and courage to
continue.
From the floorboards of an upstairs bedroom,
t hrough a spo t i
the dining room ce i ling where plaster
had been remove d to expose the structure, fell, onto
the dining room tab le, a small, shiny object. They
were having b reakfa st, and conversation stopped while
Martin examined what had fallen.
I t was a silver
cufflink, two slightly convex si l ver ovals connected by
a link.
The ova s were plain except for the initials
GW.
Could GW rea ly have slept here?
Suddenly the si mple farmh o use , devoid of solid
documentation or arc hitectural distinction, took on new
significance h istori cally.
From that day on, Martin
and his wife had no further do ubts about their decision
to renovate the ol d place.
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