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As the walls came down, the George Biggs house in Reading? -1 Township revealed Sexton (left) and Andrew Geller work at braces
changes in the lives of its builders and the generations that fuilowed. Above, James architect’s sketch shows how the house might look

Readlngton Rellc Comlng Down To Rise Agam In Pe

raggéd s1dmg
paint rémains is ‘peelinig, the . whole

building seems to sag.
But after almost 250 years on the

" banks. of Campbell’s Brook along
Pleasant Run Road, the house — .

once owned by one of Readington
Township’s earliest settlers, George

Biggs — is getting a new lease on.

life, pulling up stakes and heading
for Bucks County, Pa.

rp'ed‘ what Tittle™ "

The hou ‘e and property, wh1ch
belonged most recentiy<o°Rowena
Kley, were sold, and the old struc-
ture was to be leveled to ~malre room
for a new house:- .

The clapboard bulldmg, whlch is

It is the job, and passion, of

Elric Endeérsby anid Aléx Greenwood

to seek out, preserve and contmue
" that story.

The two take apart and recon- '

struct old buildings, mostly barns.

" They own and operate The New

Jersey Barn Company in Princeton,
‘The two men have traveled back

roads. throughout the Northeast

seeking barns and buildings they

feel are worth saving. They have"

“talked our way into hundreds of old
buildings over the years,” says En-
dersby. As for the Biggs house, ‘We
tried to. see it 12 years ago, but the
lady (Mrs. Kley) was very protec-
tive,” says Endersby.

“We're inteérested in preserving .

‘the major types of framing based on

the traditions of the settlers of the

area,”’ he explains. But behind that
technical explanation is a simple
love for the vanishing eld structures.
" “They really don’t build things
the way they used to,”’ he says.
““These buildings have strength that
‘has withstood the test of time for
centuries past and will for centuries
to come.”

The Dutch-style Biggs house with
its massive hand-hewn beams and
precision joinery is typical of the
work of early Readington settlers

—strong, solid, practical and well-.

designed yet simply designed.’

.- ™.~ Built To Last
“It was. just too hard to make
things, so things were made to last
‘and nothing-was wasted,” says Mrs.
. Stevens.

The old plaster is peeled away by
workmen trained to carefully seek
the elues of the nld hnilding. Ingide

i

Commu

ity Life

bark still clinging, used for rein-
forcement.
Chances are it came from Kmney

. Sawmill just up the road at Holland

Brook. ‘‘They probably worked a
swap with the mill owner — some
produce for some scrap wood,” sup-

. poses Mrs. Stevens. ‘“A'lot of history

is ‘supposing,” ’ she explains, ‘‘but
.quite often right. When you put to-
gether deeds, mortgages, wills,
maps ang such, the picture is usual-
ly pretty accurate.”

First assessments of the house
are easy and can be made with
some assuredness. Two wings, one a

: kltchen and another for added living

space, were both built in the 1830s

- —style, wood and nails attest to this.

Not Its First Mcve
, Oné surprise was that this is not

the first move for this house. The

foundation built for the kitchen con-

tinues unchanged under the main-
part of the house, which was built in

the mid-1700s, about 80 years earlier
than the new Greek revival-style
wing. -

““From th1s we know that the

original house was moved, intact,
from somewhere else,”

says En-
dersby — possibly from old founda-
tions unearthed atop a nearby hill.
As the walls are stripped of their
outside coverings, a variety of
notches and holes — some filled,
some not — reveal that not only was

“The Dutch were very savvy

vsually made use of the elem:

heat and cool the1r buildin
adds.
iThe new clues jibe with E
by’s own early supposition:
House probably faced south a1
not so near the stream; it wa
unlike the practical Dutch to
building so near the brook,
water damage was 1nev1tal
says.
Second-Hand Beams?

Solid ‘wooden beams th:
the entire width and length
house in true Dutch fashion
day, show other signs of cl
Notches and old mortice mar;
testament to an even earlier

- some of the beams in the hous

As families changed, new
arose. There is a record of doc
windows changing location, i
walls torn down and replac
new ones, and ‘‘those little *
your-belly’ windows under th
were added after the origin:
struction,”” he says.

'Lines along the floor and
show: remnants of long ago; 1
ed corner fireplaces, and cl
wood in the basement and
space, give ev1dence of a pc

fire many years ago.

“But then they may just
smoked their meat there,”
Mrs. Stevens.



e walls came down, the George Biggs house 'in Readinga .1 Township revealed Sexton (left) and Andrew Geller work at braces near original window' frames. An
ges In the lives of its bullders and the generatrons that fuilowed. Above, James archltect’s sketch shows how the house mrght look when re-erected in Bucks County.

v The house and propert“» ’whlch
~Heloniged most recentty 0 Rowena
- Kiey, were sold, and the old struc-
ture was to be leveled to make room
for a new house.: -
The clapboard bulldmg, which is
. — or was — the second olgest stand-
ing structure in the to nshlp, ac-
cording to township hist :
anie Stevens, can’t talk.
a tale that unfolds in the
- beams and heavy mud dayb

w-edge and architect’s pen, are all part of
orge Biggs house and putting it together
Andrew Geller take apart the old walls as

It is the j6éb, and passion, of

:

Elric Endersby and Alex Greeriwocod™ |-

to seek out, preserve and continue
“that story.

The two take apart and recon-'

struct old buildings, mostly barns.
They own and operate The New
Jersey Bain Company in Princeton.

'The two men have traveled back
roads throughout the Northeast
seeking barns and buildings they

feel are worth saving. They have’

“talked our way into hundreds of old
buildings over the years,” says En-
dersby. As for the Biggs house, “‘We
tried to sée it 12 years ago, but the
lady (Mrs. Kley) was very protec-
tive,”” says Endersby.

“We’re intérested in preserving .

the major types of framing based on

the traditions of the settlers of the

area,” he explains. But behind that
technical explanation is a simple

love for the vanishing old structures.

“They really don’t build things
the way they used to,’’ he says.
“These buildings have strength that
‘has withstood the test of time for
centuries past and will for centuries
to come.”

The Dutch-style Biggs house with
its massive hand-hewn beams and
precision joinery is typical of the
work of early Readington settlers

—strong, solid, practical and well-.

de_signed yet simply designed.’

.- ™. Built To Last
“It was just too hard to make

things, so things were made to last -
'and nothing was wasted,” says Mrs.

Stevens

The old plaster is peeled away by
workmen trained to carefully seek
the clues of the old building. Inside
the walls are signs of Dutch practi-
cality — extra pieces of molding
_ tacked to the beams for safe-keeping

and possible future use; scrap wood,

‘ —style',_wood and nails attest to this.

Commu

‘bark still clinging, used for rein-

forcement.
Chances are it came ‘from Kmney

. Sawmill just up the road at Holland

Brook. ‘“They probably worked a
swap with the mill owner — some
produce for some scrap wood,”’ sup-

- poses Mrs. Stevens. ‘A lot of h1story

is ‘supposing,” ”’ ‘she explains, ‘‘but
quite often right. When you put to-
gether deeds, mortgages, ‘wills,
maps and such the picture is usual-
ly pretty accurate )

First assessments of the house.
are easy and can be made with
some assuredness. Two wings, one a

: k1tchen and another for added living

space, were both built in the 1830s

Not Its First Move
, One surprise was that this is not
the first move for this house. The
foundation built for the kitchen con-
tinues unchanged under the main-

part of the house, which was built in

the mid-1700s, about 80 years earlier
than the new Greek revival-style
wing.

“From thls we-know that the
original house was moved, intact,
from somewhere else,”’ says En-
dersby — possibly from old founda-
tions unearthed atop a nearby hill.

As the walis are stripped of their

“outside coverings, a variety of

notches and holes — some filled,
some not — reveal that not only was
the house itself moved, but doors
and ‘windows have also been chang-
ed. “I was surprised that the house
d1dnt face sout ” says Endersby

- does James Sexton at right. Betsy Ackerman works on the grass outside
among the parts of the dismantied house, drafting designs to help put it all
back together as authentlcally as posslble. .

‘}"The b'utch were very savvy” and
usually made use of the elemients to
h at and cool thelr buildings, he

- e new clues jibe with Enders-
by’s own early suppositions. The
house probably faced south and was
not.so near the stream; it was very
unlike the practical Dutch to site a
‘building so near the brook, where
water damage was 1nev1tab1e, he
says.
Second-Hand Beams?

Solid ‘wooden beams that run
the entire width and length of the
house in true Dutch fashion of the
day, show other signs of change.
Notches and old mortice marks give
testament to an even earlier use for

. some of the beams in the house.

As families changed, new needs
arose. There is a record of doors and
windows changing location, interior
walls torn down and replaced by
new ones, and ‘‘those little ‘lie-on-
your-belly windows under the roof
were added after the ongmal con-
struction,’’ he says.

. Lines- along ‘the floor and ceiling

show Temnants of long ago; remov-

ed corner fireplaces, and charred
wood in the basement and attic
space, give ev1dence of -a possible
fire many years ago.

“‘But:then they may Just have

'rf»sfnoked their meat there,” adds .-
W ;

S .
Trapped beneath the floorboards
ander-the staircase are a special
find, documents of an earlier life —a

call 1o David Blggs to present him- -

'_gam In Pennsylvama

self at the county courthouse for
duty-in-J: -apuary- 1829;a.receipt

Uy
- *for $32 annual rent paid by a board-

er more than a century and a half
ago.
As the work progresses each

“piece is carefully removed and la-
‘beled. The pieces will be cleaned

centuries of dirt and bugs, with new
pieces made to replace those miss-
ing or too weak to re-use. -

Everything is carefully measured
and documented as the building
comes down so it can go up the
same wady after bemg trucked to its
new home.

Back To Square One

The difference is that when it
goes back up, it will be as it was in
1750 when it was first builf, says
Endersby.

Through careful detective work,
doors and windows will go back tc
their original locations, walls will be
replaced as they first stood, even
colors can be taken from some of
the scrap pieces of woodwork found
boarded inside the walls.

It’s important to not let anything
get by without being examined anc
noted.

" “It’s a shame to see it go,” say:
Mrs. Stevens, who is keeping foi
Readington only photographs, some
mud daub from inside the walls anc
-a broken plate found buried by the
house.

“I'm sorry these old buildings
have to leave the state,”’ agree:
Endersby. “We are losing our heri
tage to other states, but at least the:
are there and still in existence.”

"
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The house
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