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By GAIL WILLIAMS
Obsarver stalf

Patrick Cowne, a Manassas
realtor and property owner, bought
an old home on Buckland Mill
Road in Gainesville a dozen years
ago; the tenunt remained. About &
year ago, Cowne was checking on
the house and realized it was in
need of repairs. He didn't realize
the extent of the long-term damage
until he removed siding. In the pro-
cess, he feamned & lot about how the
19th century house was built and
repaired.

“When | started the repairs, it
dawned on me thut this was an old
house, I had a sense of respansibil-
ity, | guess. | knew it was an old
house but didn't know anything
about it, David Blake, the owner of
Buckland Furm, shared the history
with me,” Cowne said.

The house's front door was
below the road level, which is a
few feet away. Gowne said the road
initially wasn't that high, but as the
Virginia Department of Transpor-
tation added more gravel, the road
ended up “18 inches higher than
the front door.”As & result, rain
water flowed into the house,

Previous occupants added
flooring to stay above the flooding.
In addition, the house was sinking,
and it had rotting and termite-dam-
aged wood. “Prior owners leveled
off the floor because the house was
sinking in one comer,” Cowne
said, "From the outside; you
couldn’t tell, but as you peeled
away the [five layers of] siding,
you could see the house was sink-
ing ut an angle, I'knew I needed to
do something with 1."

Because the old house isin the

Buckland Histaric District, Cowne
needed Prince William County's
permission to renovate. He got it
‘and contacted his friend Tom
Basham, o Nokesville engineer,
“We knew we needed to raise the
house in order to save it,” Cowne
said.

They discovered about 70 per-
cent of the structure suffered from
termife and water damage; there-
fore, lifting the house could
present even more challenges than
normal. Both men compared the
process to lifting o wet cardboard
box.

“Patrick asked me to look at
the house because he was afraid it
had structural problems,” Basham
said. “The first clue was that it was
sinking like an old boat, listing to
one side. It was clear that the floors
and part of the walls were rotting
because they were too close o the
dirt. The wood part of the house
was sitting on the ground; the
foundation was totally buried. Be-
cause the road was higher than the
yard, we needed to address the
drainage and get the wood framing
above the foundation.”
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problems went. Cowne left as much of the original material as possible.

Basham considered different
options: raising the house was the
most logical but couldn’t be done
the normal way by putting two
beams under the house and jacking
itup

Busham explained other diffi-
culties, The house was built with
rough-hewn trees, not cut lumber,
so spacing and alignment were not
uniform. The chimney was inthe
center of the house. \

Basham decided 1o jack up the
house in kate August, but it took
five men live days to carry out the
process, four 6f which were prepa-
rations. The main floor was
strupped 1o the ceiling to make sure
it came up with the rest of the
house. The crew created a donut
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hole around the chimney and
braced it so that it wouldn't fall.
Crew members bolted beams to the
front and back walls, placed three
20-ton bottle jacks in the front and
three in back and raised the house
an inch and a half at a time on each
side until the house was 54 inches
off the ground. They used blocks
to keep it there.

“At firsL, everyone was worn-
dering, how are you going to do
this? Including me. Even the help-
ers were skeptical because of these
little jacks, The house weighed
about 30,000 pounds,” Basham
recalled,

The crew then removed the
old rock foundation; poured new
footing and laid cinderblock. “The
house was never level,” Basham
said. *“The old rubble foundution
was plus or minus four inches oot
of level.”

Courtasy photo continued on page 54
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