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            Foreword

          

          Sara Tucker

        

      

    

    
      For many years, people driving up and down the Ridge Road that runs between Randolph Center and Brookfield, Vermont could not help but notice that the Cooley house, a once lovely little farmhouse perched on a knoll with a breathtaking view, was falling into disrepair. The house, purchased by Harry and Gertrude Cooley, my grandparents, in 1953, had so deteriorated by the time their son Charles died in 2017 that a proper restoration was out of the question. And yet the home held many memories for a sprawling network of family members who wished to see it preserved. What to do? Various stakeholders had a lot to say about what should happen next, but nobody made a decisive move . . . for years.

      Meanwhile, as Charles’s heirs pondered the situation and housing costs soared, the Ridge Road property continued to deteriorate. It would take an extraordinary person to save it. A visionary, to be sure, but also one with adequate resources and enormous resolve.

      That person turned out to be Sylvia Shepard Cooley, Charles’s daughter-in-law. Her story is told in her blog, Ridge Road House (ridgeroadhouse.blog), and in the pages of this book, which is a compilation of her blog posts from the time the project began to the present.

      When Sylvia asked me to help her document the project, I agreed to be her editor. I have known Sylvia since we were kids, and I was sure that she could tell her own story with little help from me. She has done so, and I have been her admiring cheerleader.

      At this time, the Ridge Road House project is well on its way to completion. We have decided to publish the story-so-far in the form of an ebook, which we have labeled Volume 1.

      Obviously, there is more to come. Sylvia and Dan and their menagerie—which includes at present a Morgan horse, a mini horse, a donkey, two barn cats, and a couple of dachsunds—are scheduled to move in sometime in 2028.

      To receive updates on the Ridge Road House story and to leave comments for Sylvia, subscribe to RidgeRoadHouse.blog.

      
        
        Sara Tucker

        Korongo Books

        April 18, 2026

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Blog

          

          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      This is the story of a family home in Vermont, originally built in 1830—or so the town records indicate—at 462 Ridge Road in Randolph Center, Vermont. 

      In 1978 Morlene Wong, a student at the Vermont Technical College, drew an architectural plan of the house along with a statement saying:

      
        
        The original house was built around 1790. Later, the front gabel [sic] was built to accommodate an extra bedroom. About 1900 the “second house” was built.

      

      

      I have a memory of someone telling me the “second house” was brought to the site. She states that the second house was to accommodate a family room, an extra bedroom, and a garage—which my husband doesn't feel is true of 1900. But it does, in fact, contain a garage now. We don't know if she researched the dates herself or was provided with dates by Charles H. Cooley, who had her do the drawings while he was teaching at VTC.

      Being at least 193 years old, and more likely over 200 years old, the house has seen better days. Unfortunately, with rotting beams, disintegrating sills, and crumbling stone foundation, the house is now unsafe and has to come down. 

      

      
        
          [image: Morlene Wong]
        

        1978 drawing of the house by Morlene Wong.

      

      I am the privileged relative who is getting to try and recreate this house. There may well be others more capable, more emotionally involved, or more exacting than I am, but the fact is, I am the lucky one. I am not a direct descendant, but I married a Cooley boy back in 1974 and have known the family even before that—for over fifty years. 

      I love projects and managing timelines, researching history, researching houses, and in general, researching just how to get things done. Sort of like a site manager.

      I love documenting things. I'm learning how to write by joining a writers workshop with Sara Tucker (also a family member whose grandfather lived in this house). She cares about the house and will help me with writing and editing. I am lucky to know her. She will help me to document this project. 

      I love photography. My father was a photographer. I want to document with words and pictures.

      My goal is to recreate the original house as closely as reasonably possible over a three-to-five year period. 

      Follow the blog to learn about the history of the house and the families who have lived and visited there. Learn about the process of recreating this house.

      I want this to be a place where family memories can be shared and saved.
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            Why This House?

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      September 28, 2023. Today we bought my husband’s father’s place at 462 Ridge Road in Randolph Center, Vermont. It’s a long-time family home, belonging first to my husband’s grandfather Harry H. Cooley in 1953.

      The extended family gathered there, especially in summers. Barbecues on the front lawn were a tradition on August 16th, Bennington Battle Day, a Revolutionary War celebration. Other memorable times included picking raspberries, walking up the hill into the woods, cutting firewood, and visiting the horses there raised by his son Charles, my husband’s father. Horses have since become a big part of my life, having been gifted one of Charles’s horses, Lexa, a Lippitt Morgan (truly a Vermont breed).

      To be able to live in that house someday, with all its memories, to use the barn there that Charles built himself, this is a dream come true for me.

      It’s kind of weird that it is more my dream than my husband’s desire. He cares about the house and didn’t want it to be sold outside the family, but is less passionate about it than I am. Maybe he is more realistic, maybe he sees all the work (and the money) that will need to be invested.

      If the house had been given more attention ten to fifteen years ago, maybe it could have been restored. But even then, Charles talked about it as if it was going to be a hard thing to do. He thought the crumbling stone foundation of a house over 150 years old was going to make that difficult. Now, not only have many of the stones collapsed inwards, but the sills are rotting, the floor joists holding the first floor are punky and moldy. You can still see these half-timbers with bark on them from the cellar. Some broken windows let the weather and small animals inside along with their droppings.

      The house seems to be made up of two houses put together. The smaller house on the south/east side has its own separate upstairs (you can’t cross over to the house’s other upstairs section in the main house). Up there you can look up through openings in the ceiling to the roof area. There are some missing floorboards as well, where a misplaced step could get you hurt.

      A large fireplace was built downstairs in this section of the house by Harry (“Grampa”) Cooley. It was probably beautiful initially and made for a cozy sitting room, but was never quite right, with a crack developing up the middle from the heavy chimney.

      The garage in the downstairs off this sitting room seems to be placed right on the ground, adding to the influx of moisture. A good-sized tree is growing up next to the garage door and into the side of the house there.

      Look at the lines of the house: Does it have “good bones”? No, sadly, it does not. If you stand in front of the house looking at the north side, you will see how the upstairs has a dangerous tilt in it (away from the house).

      Why do I have such a fondness for this house? I think I have seen other family members reverence for it, and this has rubbed off on me. But also, it is a perfect Vermont house. White, sort of a Cape Cod style, except for a peak in the front forming an upside-down V shape in the roof for two windows to add light to the upstairs. It’s simple but just a little more interesting than the usual. When I was in college (about fifty years ago) I even made a little model of the house for a landscape design class I was taking up at UVM. I have always had an affinity for this house.

      Part of the warmth of the house was due to its owner, Harry Cooley. As my husband’s grandfather I got to know him pretty well. Okay, so he was older, and I was young, but I didn’t see him as old. He was really smart, like all of the Cooleys; his quiet intelligence came through when you talked to him. He treated me like an equal, not like a kid. He was interested in our lives. He discussed politics and the state of the world and his time in the domestic Peace Corps (VISTA). He visited us in Burlington and had dinner with us. I was a little bit in awe of him (the way you might feel when you are around somebody important) yet I was very comfortable too. He was unassuming and not arrogant, yet he was self-confident and accomplished. Just a cool person, like the house.

      I think some of the stories, memories about life in Randolph Center, are actually about the family farm just down the road, hundreds of acres with a dairy farm where the kids grew up. These stories are mixed in for me with the house at 462 Ridge Road (since the farm was sold by the time I entered the family). The farm had a sugar house to make Vermont maple syrup; my husband, as a boy, had to feed the calves; lots of cousins came to visit and play while the women made hearty meals, homemade bread and delicious pies. This farm was also part of the Ridge Road story. When Harry was ready to have his oldest son take over the farm in 1953, he moved down to the house he bought from Sam Day—“The Day House”—at 462 Ridge Road. This is the house I am writing about.

      I forgot to mention the site. Imagine yourself on a small hill in Vermont. You turn around to the west and see before you a spread of hills, laid out like a topographical map of the Green Mountain Range. They can often look like a hulking, hazy blue/gray color. You get treated to a sunset here as the sun sinks below those hills lighting up the clouds and sky. And in front of the hills are green fields as far as the eye can see. Kind of spectacular. My husband does always say his favorite spot for a house would be a sunset view.

      Top off all of these perks with the fact that I grew up in Vermont. I went to school in Randolph. Two of my sisters and their families live in Central Vermont. My brother-in-law lives in Randolph. Many sets of cousins from both sides of the family live in Vermont. No matter what, home feels the best for most people. Where you grow up—the place, the culture, the people, all of this seems to bind to you forever.
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            Part 1

          

          
            Saving, Sorting, Documenting, Dreaming

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “I have tried to preserve the house through photos and videos. . . . I have tried to keep family informed via this blog so they are prepared. I know it is a loss. . . . Please say your goodbyes.”

        The Ridge Road House, Sylvia Shepard Cooley, January 16, 2024
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            November 2023

          

        

      

    

    
      The Original Land Grantee

      
        
          [image: An early photograph of the house.]
        

        Photograph from Early Photographs of Randolph, Vermont 1855–1948, by Wes Herwig, 1986 Greenhills Books, Randolph Center, Vermont.

      

      November 1. James Tarbox came to this homesite from Windsor, Vermont, in 1798, paying Dan Parker, the original grantee, “1600 Spanish-milled dollars." He prospered as a merchant, dealing heavily in grains. Three of his sons became local merchants too. Richard Damon and Sam Day were among later owners. Harry Cooley acquired the place in 1953.

      If this photo (above) is in a book about early photographs from 1855–1948, what year do you think the photo is from?

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        I love this front door and will retain the design with the sidelights. Richard, a cousin of my husband's who spent many a summer here, said he only remembers the front door being used once in all those years. Very typical of front doors.

      

      

      Where, When, Why, Who, and How

      November 1

      Ideas that are important to me: the esthetics of a home, the memories in a home, the people and history of a house. Keeping it alive.

      Why do I want to tell this story? I want the reader to get to know this house. See it as it is now, imagine it as it was, watch as it is recreated, becoming a new house but looking just like the old one.

      We spend our lives in a house. What makes some people choose one style over another? Why do I love old houses more than most new ones? Why are newer houses made with less care than many old ones seemed to be?

      An overall pleasing shape is important to start with. Why do some new houses look clunky or too big or boxy?

      Little details like the fascia board (where it meets the roof line from the siding) needs to be a certain size, angle, and leaving the right amount of overhang. A house with no overhang looks awkward, like someone didn’t know what they were doing.

      But then again, too many details make a house look too busy, too ornate. I like simple, with enough detail to add interest, draw the eye to a certain area on the house. Simple creates a serene place, a place you can relax in.

      Light is important, and one thing that draws me to this house in Randolph Center is the light. How cool to already know where the afternoon golden light will fall across the floor. To already know the exact spot where you can get views of sunsets and mountains.

      Open space vs. cozy space—this is an interesting conundrum to me. I love open, I don’t want to feel squeezed into a room. But I also appreciate cozy; if a room is too open, with ceilings too high, with all whites, that can be an intimidating space. It can feel too modern, industrial, too imposing. I don’t want a house that shows off but a house that reveals itself as you use it, that makes you almost subconsciously sigh and think, “ahhh this is nice.”

      The nice thing about modeling a new house after an existing old house is people (at least in rural Vermont) hadn’t even thought of big imposing spaces. They wanted useful spaces. They wanted to see out without letting the cold in. So it’s kind of automatically cozy.

      This house was almost lost forever. It could have become an empty lot, it could have become a modern house, maybe a ranch house, maybe it could have been sold to someone from “down country” who would build a huge vacation home there. I feel so privileged that we are the lucky family members who have ended up with this opportunity. I always wanted to do it. I talked to Charles (the last owner) about it. He wondered why we would want to leave a nice area of Massachusetts where our son and grandchildren are nearby.

      Here’s my idea: As the grandchildren get older and more involved in their own schedules, their own friends, etc., we invite my son's whole family up for a weekend. We get them ALL for a weekend, for a week! Meals! Activities! Go to Lake Champagne. Go for hikes in Vermont. Visit my horses in Charles’s barn. Instead of picking them up from school or an evening of babysitting so parents can go out to dinner, we get them all together as a family for a visit.

      Charles knew the house was in bad shape. He thought it would need a lot of work or to be torn down and started fresh. So I am not doing something he wouldn’t agree with, so that is comforting. I know many of my decisions will not be shared or appreciated by some. This house is very important to many. It's their last tie to their parents or grandparents or wonderful summers in Vermont. Or maybe they even lived there. I did not; why am I privileged enough to get to make decisions when they don't? Or maybe they just drive by every day for years. Or they are neighbors with a tie to the area.

      I want to share the importance of a house being a home. Family coming together there, creating new memories folded into the old memories of a house. Inviting extended family to come stay, with the upstairs being all theirs—two bedrooms and a bath up there. Saving something from the past rather than discarding it and starting completely fresh.’

      

      Dreaming

      November 2. Start with measuring the old house. Take as many photos as possible. Then play with the layout, but not too much. Retain the old house, but fix some things, like include that space that I call “the room to nowhere.’” Scale: 1 inch = 6 feet.

      
        
          [image: Sketch of house floor plan by author.]
        

        My rough sketch of the current house

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        VTC student Morlene Wong’s downstairs floor plan (1978).

      

      

      The Fun Part

      November 2. Taking current photos is fun. Explore the house if you dare! Watch out for holes in the floors and walls that are leaning. I want to capture the house as it is right now. Many more photos to come.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Cleaning Up

      
        
          [image: Mound of old tires next to woods.]
        

        We think someone recognized an abandoned house and thought, A good place to dump tires. They are properly disposed of now.

      

      November 2. Part of the cleaning up involves looking at other people's stuff and making decisions. Luckily in the past relatives have taken what they think are valuable items. And a tag sale was conducted by others. Now I need to make sure some items are shredded and some items are disposed of properly. For example, piles of tires—mosquito breeding zones and just in the way. Twenty, thirty tires @ few dollars a pop for disposal. Good to get them out from under foot. A tree growing out of the garage needs to be taken down.

      

      The Real Work Begins!

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        The garage located in the second house, southeast corner, with a tree growing into it.

      

      November 6. November 5, 2023, a date to remember. A contractor, Eric, is helping us with cleanup. He is starting with the outside: tires, an old tipped-over shed that was pushed into the brush, cutting the tree that is growing out of the garage, adding gravel to the north side driveway for heavy equipment. Photos to come!

      It is exciting to really START. This is real.

      Next he will help with inside debris, but especially the old appliances, old upholstered furniture that was probably really nice when it was new; it has seated many a happy guest but is now musty and dusty, definitely not an antique, just old. I have to make a trip up there to label items “To be shredded,” “Junk,” “Save.”

      

      Keeping It Mostly the Same

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      November 10. When it's new, I'd like people who drive by to see it as the same house as the old one. I'd like people who visit to feel like they came into the same house they remember.

      Today in our writers group I learned that a house in Northfield Falls on Turkey Hill Road (which had been a writer's grandparents' house) was bought fairly recently by a younger couple. They loved the house so much that (even though they had to take it down) they built it back the way it had been (with new energy efficiencies). The grandson couldn't put his finger on what was different, but something...then he learned of the rebuilding process there.

      More open floor plan if possible. Use the wasted space in the room in the back to push the new kitchen back into to make room for more dining/living space. More windows to the south.

      

      The Upstairs Will Be Guest Quarters

      November 10. First of all, let me make sure for the record to let you know that the room on the south side will be The PA Cooley Room. Others may use it, but it is dedicated to him, my brother-in-law. He says when he dies he wants to be in an old Vermont house where he can look out a window with a beautiful view like his Dad did, surrounded by family. He is not old now, so hopefully he will use it many times for a nice visit with his husband before he reaches death's door.

      The upstairs will be simple. Two bedrooms and a bath. My husband says maybe we should have a little kitchen area up there, but I don't want to separate folks up there too much, I'd rather they come down to use the family kitchen. We’ll see. But for now here is my plan.

      The room to the south will be for my son and his wife when they visit. The room to the north will be for their two daughters.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        My very basic sketch of the upstairs.

      

      

      The Upstairs Windows

      November 10. I love those upstairs windows in the front of the house. Two simple windows surrounded by an upside-down V (I guess it would officially be called a dormer). How could I improve on those windows?

      Right now and since the 1950s at least, those two windows go with a tiny extra bedroom—almost too small to use, forced into an awkward L shape by the intrusion of the stairwell.

      My dream would be to have these windows open not only to the rest of the upstairs (no bedroom walls sealing off that light) but also all the way down to the downstairs via the stairwell, lighting up the front entryway and adjoining living room. I am not usually a fan of “cathedral ceilings,” both for lack of heat efficiency and my association of them in McMansions, but this might be one exception to my rigid tastes.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        The awkward tiny upstairs bedroom with the two windows. Note the wood-paneled wall that surrounds the closed-in stairwell.

      

      So my idea would be to take out that floor for this bedroom (no third bedroom after that), take out that wood-paneled wall surrounding the stairwell, and have this space with the windows open to the upstairs and downstairs. The one big downside to removing the third bedroom is all the memories that kids have of staying there.

      Not being an engineer, I'm not sure if this is a pipe dream and how you would make the stairwell safely surrounded without looking fenced-in. More research to do on designs of open stairwells.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Here's a closer look at that bedroom door entrance and . . .

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        . . . the closed-in stairwell to the right of the bedroom.
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        And here is how dark the upstairs hallway at the top of the stairs is now

      

      

      Debris Removed From Outside the House

      November 19. Eric Henderson out of Williamstown (Henderson Hauling & Excavation) does excellent work. He is reliable, careful, efficient and cost effective. Megan and Peter Cooley found him—he put in the new well house for them, helped them with an outside frost-free hydrant, and added gravel to the front driveway to the south. We will continue to use him for removal, excavating, possibly even a new septic system.

      On November 7 he removed all of the tires, the old tumbledown shed, trash and debris. So it is starting to look tidy. Also he laid down gravel on the north side of the house to use for heavy equipment.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        The Well House, installed by Peter and Megan, constructed by Eric Henderson, insulated with a little heater if needed.
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        Before: Piles of tires, old shed fallen down.
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        After: Debris gone! I hired Eric to do this. (Thank you, Eric.)
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        Eric suggested new gravel for the north-side driveway for heavy equipment, I said yes, please!

      

      

      Money in 1980s Vermont

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Spanish reale (royal) coin. Written on the front of this 2-reale coin is "Both together, one" in Latin, and "Charles Ill" on the back. Photo: National Park Service

      

      November 19. The house site itself is first mentioned as a land grant to Dan Parker. The original land grants in Vermont were given out for patronage and favors; many parcels were granted from the governor of New Hampshire, who argued over the holdings with New York state. Vermont didn’t exist as early as New Hampshire and New York and was looked at as available land by all surrounding states, including Massachusetts and Connecticut.⁠*

      In 1798 Dan Parker sold it to James Tarbox from Windsor for 1,600 Spanish milled dollars. Spanish coins were common during this time, and a written promissory note would state how many Spanish milled dollars it would be worth.

      
        
        The “milled” part of “Spanish milled” currency refered to the ridged edges that made it difficult for less honest folks to cheat other[s] by actually shaving the valuable silver off of the coins. If the ridges were flattened or missing, it meant your currency was not complete. This clever design made Spanish coinage the preferred currency in trade worldwide.⁠*

      

      

      The U.S. Dollar wasn't the official currency of Vermont until 1785.

      You didn't carry much cash around with you in the 1830s. First of all, there weren't many paper notes available (and they were only as good as the bank that backed them), and coins were also scarce. England had initially banned any minting of coins here.

      Most buying and selling was recorded in a ledger; if it had a signature attached that was even better. The buyer and seller just agreed on the value of what they were trading.⁠*

      It was a little bit like using a credit card. The purchase was recorded, you signed, and were expected to pay up at a later date. No monthly bill in the mail though. Often these back-and-forth debts could go on for years, and some were never paid. But people got what they needed if it was something they didn't already grow or produce themselves at home. Diversified farms were the norm, with products such as wool, butter, cheese, maple sugar, apples, and Morgan horses. The recognition of this farmworthy adaptable breed of horse made it a good sales item to help with “pay[ing] off a mortgage or providing school tuition for their children.”⁠*

      Does It Match?

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      November 21. Morlene Wong, the Vermont Technical College (VTC) student who created the architectural drawings of the Ridge Road house in 1978, stated on the plans (see image below) that “the original house was built around 1790. Later the gabel [gable or dormer] was built to accomodate [sic] an extra bedroom." I am guessing that Morlene was given this information by either Charles or Harry Cooley in 1978.
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      But in a very early photo of the old house from Wes Herwig's book Early Photographs of Randolph, Vermont, the gable dormer can already be seen in the photo. Does that mean that the third bedroom was already there in that photo? Or possibly, the gable dormer was always there for the windows and light it provided and only later the third bedroom was walled off from the stairwell?

      Here is a little study of how the two houses match up: the old photo vs one taken in November 2023.
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      Things to Save
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        The simple banister in the front hallway of the main house

      

      November 21. I would love to save the banisters from the two sets of stairs. Most people prefer the fancier one from the fireplace-room stairs (it is curlier, more traditional). I prefer the one from the main house. It's simple.

      The doors don't seem that old, but the two that do, I'd like to save as reminders of the old house. I like the old “extra” handrails on the stairs too.

      I’ll add more to this “To Be Saved” list soon.
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        Here is another banister that could be saved. This one is in the “second house,” the one with the fireplace.
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        The handmade extra handrail on the front stairs.
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        A handle that really doesn't open anything but looks old and was added to the wood panelling near the stairwell- I will save that.
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        The wavy old glass . . .
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        A door handle I like and will save.

      

      

      The Updated Kitchen (1950s–60s)
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      November 21. It's a lovely kitchen, really. In the 1960s it was brand new. Large, partially open to the dining room so the person in the kitchen is not walled off. Lots of counter space. A sink with a wonderful window that looks outside while you work. A wood stove to keep it cozy. A door to the back where you could unload groceries or sit at a little table outside to have your coffee.

      My job will be to keep it recognizable while having a kitchen that spans time from the truly old house to the new one, without it being stuck in one time period. So maybe not all white for starters, though it is in a darker part of the house and I do prefer white. And as I have mentioned in other posts, I would like to push it back a bit to the north (into the space/room that now contains a work bench and can only be reached from the outside).

      Should the wood stove stay there? Memories. But wouldn't it make more sense to move it to the living room rather than have it be something you can bump into near the cellar door and the bathroom door? Taking input.
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      Removal of Hazardous Waste

      November 21. Any old house has some materials that are considered hazardous waste. Asbestos, once considered a marvel as a fire retardant, is now known to cause health issues if fibers are released- particularly lung damage including cancer. Luckily there are people trained to test for these materials and remove them safely.

      My husband's brother Peter and his wife Megan, while working with Henderson Excavating & Engineering out of Williamstown, had the house inspected for asbestos by a qualified company up in Burlington, VT, K-D Associates, Inc. in June 2023. Samples were taken and tested from many surfaces (floors, walls, ceilings, window glazing, insulation, building paper, and asphalt roof shingles). The only area found to contain asbestos was the downstairs bedroom which had 9"x 9" tiles.

      Mid-State Asbestos out of Roxbury, Vermont removed and properly disposed of nine bags of asbestos-containing tiles in July 2023. They were shipped to an approved facility in Ohio. Lucky us, poor Ohio.
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        The downstairs bedroom on the northwest side had asbestos tiles which were removed.

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * “The New Hampshire Grants,” Vermont History Explorer, 2023.

          

          * Spanish Coin, Fort Stanwix National Monument, National Park Service, 2022

          

          * Kelleher, Tom, “The Debit Economy of 1830s New England,” Teach US History, November 15, 2023

          

          * Fuller, Edmund, Vermont: A History of the Green Mountain State, 1952.
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      The Garage

      December 1

      
        
          [image: Original garage (interior)]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Original garage interior]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Original garage interior]
        

      

      The Fireplace Room

      December 1

      
        
          [image: The fireplace room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The fireplace room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The fireplace room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The fireplace room stairway before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The fireplace room before demolition. Window facing west.]
        

      

      

      The Dining Room

      December 1

      
        
          [image: Original dining room.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Original dining room.]
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      The Living Room

      December 2

      
        
          [image: The living room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The living room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The living room before demolition.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: The living room before demolition.]
        

      

      

      Front Hallway Downstairs

      December 2

      
        
          [image: Original front hallway.]
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      Front Bedroom Downstairs

      December 2

      
        
          [image: Front bedroom downstairs as seen from hallway.]
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      The Kitchen

      December 2
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          [image: The kitchen: Woodstove, doors to cellar, front hall, and bathroom]
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          [image: The kitchen sink and door to backyard.]
        

      

      

      The South Bedroom in the Main House

      December 6

      This is possibly the most beautiful bedroom in the house. Facing south doesn't hurt any room. So lit up and cheerful. I have always been fond of Capes...with the two bedrooms upstairs that match on either side of the house. I love symmetry, I guess. It doesn't matter that there are only two windows in each room...they fill up a whole wall. This room also has a beautiful wide-board floor, though parts of it are kind of “cut up.” I'm not sure why. Could these boards be saved and reused? I certainly would like to try.

      As I have mentioned in my Design & Planning Posts, the whole upstairs will be for guests, but this room in particular will be the most hospitable for visitors. It will be known as the PA Bedroom (see previous reference for explanation) and will host my son and his wife when they come, and any other special visitors that come just as a couple.

      Jill and John used this room in summer. Who else has slept here? I have not.

      
        
          [image: Windows (s), south-facing bedroom.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: South bedroom viewed from hallway.]
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Closet door, south bedroom.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Door to south bedroom, viewed from interior.]
        

      

      

      The North Bedroom in the Main House

      December 6

      I learned that this bedroom was updated by Marion (Cooley) Stouder (a daughter of Harry Cooley who bought the house in 1953). The Stouder family visited often and spent a lot of time at this house.

      This room tilts dramatically to the north, and the floor can make you a bit dizzy as you walk on it these days.
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      The Upstairs Bath

      December 6

      Installed when Harry Cooley's mother moved in (as were the wide stairs and the special handrails) as she was elderly. Anna Hale Cooley, 1867–1972. You do the math! She ended up moving out to Ada, Ohio, to live with her son Oscar Cooley. Did the stairs get to be too much? Who can answer in the comments below?
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      The Beloved Third Bedroom in the Main House

      December 6

      The best feature of this tiny bedroom: the two windows with a view of the Green Mountains. Not big enough to add in a closet. L-shaped. Many a grandchild remembers sleeping here.

      
        
          [image: Third bedroom.]
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        Two secret peek holes created by one grandchild. You could lay in bed and see who was coming up the stairs! Very useful if you were reading late with a flashlight.
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      The Second House (Above the Fireplace Room), Upstairs Front Bedroom

      December 6
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          [image: Second house, interior (stairway).]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Second house, west bedroom.]
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          [image: Second house, west bedroom, door to secret passageway.]
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      The Second House (above the Fireplace Room) Upstairs Back Bedroom

      December 6

      
        
          [image: Top of stairway, entrance to east bedroom.]
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      The Main House Exterior, possibly from 1790

      December 6
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      The Second House (added on later to the Main House...possibly in 1830)
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      Who Is in Your Family?

      December 8. I saw these address books as I sorted through items at the Ridge Road House and thought, yes, keep them! Old address books have a page for birthdays: if someone needs to confirm an ancestor's birthday this would be a good resource. If you want to look up census data from a particular town or city, this could be a starting point.

      The red address book belonged to Harry Cooley himself. Harry and his wife Gertrude (Small) lived on the farm down the road for over 35 years but owned this particular house for only two years (1953-1955) before she passed away from lung cancer. Sadly, my husband Daniel R. Cooley only remembers her ill and lying in bed (he would have been 3-4 when she died.

      Harry lived until 1986.

      The other address book belonged to Harry's second wife Bernice (Parker Lane). Even though she doesn't share DNA with the family, she lived at this Ridge Road house for almost five years, from 1957-1962, and Harry loved her dearly. Harry discovered her on the kitchen floor having died of a heart attack (they knew she had a bad heart but she had been completely fine just the day before).

      Share any memories of your grandmothers...Gramma Cooley and/or Gramma Bernice in the comments section below. I realize you had to be born well before 1955 to be old enough to remember Gramma Cooley and well before 1962 for Gramma Bernice.
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        Harry Cooley, 1960.

      

      Harry Hale Cooley at the Ridge Road House

      December 13. Harry Cooley would have called this house the Day Place, having bought it from his friend and neighbor Sam Day. (See aerial map below.) The photograph was recently found at the house with his second wife Bernice's things from the 1960s. She most likely took the photo.

      Harry’s parents bought what became known as The Cooley Farm on Ridge Road in 1910. In 1917, Harry moved into the Hill House with his wife, Gertrude; this became known as the Little House.⁠*
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        Here you can see from north to south the juxtaposition of the Cooley Farm, the Hill Farm, and the Day Farm (the Day Farm being the location of the house in this blog, the Ridge Road House).

      

      

      Items to Save and Reuse
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      December 6. Yesterday I got to meet with Jill and John Tucker (son of Idora Cooley Tucker, daughter of Harry Cooley, owner of the house in 1953). He and Jill are the family members who most recently lived in the house, moving to their own place down the road in 2016. He took good care of the house, especially since he is a painter by trade. I look forward to hearing more of their memories.

      John showed me this little cupboard door, deep in a closet. Hand-hewn, it could be as old as ~200 years, but also could have been added after that. Amazing to imagine all the hands over the years that have opened that door; it is historically relevant.

      The closet is located in the upstairs front bedroom of the “second house” (the section above the fireplace room). It will be carefully removed, saved, and hopefully reused in the rebuilt house. John says the secret passageway is located more towards the front of this closet.

      Thank you, John!

      

      Huntington Home Help?

      December 10. Please give your input. (Comment in area below the post.) It’s quite a while in the future before we have to decide this but . . .

      Do we go with a local builder or prefabricated building?

      The only way I’d even consider prefab is if (1) it is a company with a great reputation and track record, (2) it is a Vermont company, (3) the end product looks like a house, not a box.

      We are considering using Huntington Homes, which fits all three of the above criteria.

      My heart says use a local contractor. My concerns with that are costs continually rising over time, a contractor who is pulled between several jobs, and the process being very long (with us not living in Vermont to oversee it).

      Huntington Homes gives a fixed cost. They claim to cost less per square foot because of their buying in bulk, working inside to build, which cuts down on work stoppages, and repeated experience with similar designs. Even their non-custom home designs can be changed (rooms moved around, for example, at no extra charge), which makes it easier for me to ultimately match the old Ridge Road House.

      One must keep in mind other costs, however, such as site costs (though our site being already developed will be less than the usual), and the foundation cost. Another cost with this prefab option is the “buttoning up” charge, where you do have to find an available local contractor who is willing to do the finish work on the house, including any porches or garages.
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        This house in Monkton, Vermont, is a good example of a finished Huntington Home that you wouldn’t guess is prefabricated.
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        This stock home design called Buck Hill has some basic design features that are similar to the Ridge Road House. Notice the upside-down V-shaped dormer on the front.I would move the garage to the north side—opposite what it is in this photo—since I want the south side to be for living and not for parking. I have some reticence with this since it would be a change from the original design of the existing house.
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      Are You a Real Vermonter?

      December 16. I can clearly remember this sentiment growing up in Vermont. You were a real Vermonter or you weren’t. It was pervasive and no one thought about whether this was OK or not. It was just a basic truth.

      After we moved to Massachusetts my husband wouldn’t change our car registration from those green plates until we were pulled over by an Amherst, MA policeman who told us gruffly, “get that updated!” We still have the plates in the house.

      But now, 45 years later, having lived more years in Mass than in Vermont, are we still real Vermonters? My husband points out that Western Mass should have been part of Vermont- just extend the east/west borders of VT straight down into Massachusetts where we live.

      But what about this sentiment- of being a real Vermonter? Yes, it’s pride of place and love of the many attributes of the Green Mountain State. But it’s also exclusionist. It’s a silent agreement that if you are a real Vermonter you understand things that an ‘outsider’ won’t. It is a quiet resolve that they will never be a real part of the place. It becomes a sort of ‘Us vs. Them’ approach to life. As I age I see the world as smaller and belonging to no one. We all just live here together.

      If we move back to Vermont will we be real Vermonters again or somebody from “down country”?

      

      Merry Christmas from The Ridge Road House

      
        
        With all the memories there . . .

        December 24, 2023
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      Families in the House
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        Sam Day, a previous owner of the Ridge Road House.

      

      December 25. I would like to contact the Samuel Day family (ancestors) to let them know about the house. Anyone know them? Please try and pass this information along!

      Researching on Ancestry's website today to see who was living in the Ridge Road house, I could access the 1910, 1920, and 1930 censuses. Fascinating. And to see Harry Cooley (and his parents and family) just down the road on the farm in the census from 1920 onwards...it feels like time travel.

      1910: Samuel Day (47), Wife Carrie (Caroline Pray) (36), Ruth (10), Roland (9), Margaret (6), Lester (1)

      1920: Samuel Day (56), Wife Carrie passed away in 1917, Ruth (20), Roland (18), Marguerite (16), Lester (11)

      And ten years later when Lester, the youngest child would have been 21, Sam was remarried and already had three children with his new young wife (40 years his junior):

      1930: Samuel Day (67), Wife Elizabeth (27), Mary (9), Russell (7), Dorothy (5), and nephew Robert Pray (his first wife's relation) as a hired man (23)

      I found a photo of Sam Day in the newspaper when he died in 1953, the same year Harry Cooley bought the Day house. Sam would have been 90.
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          * Harry H. Cooley, Farming, An Autobiography, Korongo Books 2020. The essays collectively titled "Personal Reminiscences" were originally published in 1978 as Randolph, Vermont Historical Sketches, by Harry H. Cooley, edited by Miriam Herwig.
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      Currently "Vermont State University,” Randolph Center, VT
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        The Randolph Normal School ~1894. From Early Photographs of Randolph, Vermont 1855–1948, by Wes Herwig, 1986 (Greenhills Books).

      

      January 1. Many of my relatives have attended the school at the site just down the road from the Ridge Road House.

      This school, now Vermont State University, evolved from the Orange County Grammar School (1806) into the Randolph Normal School (1866) into the Aggie School (The Vermont School of Agriculture, 1910) into the Vermont Agricultural and Technical Institute (1957) into Vermont Technical College (1962) until its present name change.

      My first relative who attended this school was my great-grandmother Josephine (Josie) Farrar Gray Perry. I knew her as Grammy Perry. She went to the Randolph Normal School to become a teacher.

      I was recently reading a letter she wrote at age 98 to the Normal School after they requested some news from her. She told them about a move from Vermont to Florida when she was a young wife with her husband.

      This inspired me to do more research using 1907 archived Florida newspapers, which led me to new facts about my family during their short-lived move from Vermont. What if they had stayed in Florida? My grandfather might not have met my grandmother in Vermont. I wouldn’t be here today.

      Harry Cooley and his son Charles Cooley (both owners of the Ridge Road House) taught at the site—Harry at the Aggie School, as he called it, and Charles at VTC.

      About the term “normal school”: In the 1830s the term was in use for schools that were formerly known as teacher seminaries (the equivalent of today’s University Education programs for teacher training). The term may come from the French école normale, meaning a model school—norma from the Latin meaning a carpenter's square, therefore a rule or model.⁠*
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        Letter from Josie Perry to the Normal School Annual Meeting when she was 98 years old in 1971.

      

      

      Come on in!

      January 3

      Driveway work is our next step. A sound driveway will facilitate the ins and outs of demolition and construction equipment.

      The driveway is a circular driveway; I always loved that. It has a practicality to it. You can drive in and drive out with no turning around. You can park near the often-used side entrance on the south or you can park around back near the kitchen entrance.

      I am learning about the expense of a longer driveway. Not surprising: The longer the driveway, the more material is needed. The whole driveway is approximately 350 feet.

      Eric Henderson from Williamstown will do the work. He has already done the section to the north of the house, and he does excellent work.

      Here's to easier access during mud season.Happy January! progress will be made.
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        This Google aerial view gives you a picture of how the driveway works.
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        Here's a Google photo taken from Ridge Road, looking up the south entrance to the driveway. The house is to the left in the photo, the barn is straight ahead at the top of this section. Peter and Megan's abode is on the right.
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        Same view but showing the house.
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        This photo shows you where the barn is in relation to the south driveway entrance (see natural wood building at the top right). Head up the driveway and take a left to the house.
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        Here's a view of where the driveway goes after it passes around the current garage/fireplace room to the back of the house. The main house is on the right here; you can see the kitchen door on the back.
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        The view along the back from the kitchen door. The well/pump house Peter and Megan installed.
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        Here's the north exit of the circular driveway as it travels back down to Ridge Road, pre-gravel.
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        The same northerly section post-gravel.
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        A Google view of the same exit (northern section) of the driveway except taken from Ridge Road looking up the driveway.
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        North part of the driveway (far left) taken from Ridge Road.
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        Here you can see the north driveway section in the foreground and the location of the south entrance near the telephone pole to the far right.

      

      

      Demolition Permit in Place

      January 4. I got to meet Mark Rosalbo in the town hall in Randolph today. He is the zoning administrator. Picked up the demolition permit and put it on display.
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      Saving Doors
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      January 4. I will try to save as many doors as possible for the new house. How cool to grab a door knob that was handled by relatives long ago and to swing open a door that opens into a newly created replica of a room from 1790 or 1830!

      Especially important is the SECRET PASSAGEWAY door. It was saved! Part of the metal clasp is still painted onto the door frame (so I have to work on that), but I have the wooden flip knob (my terminology), which looks hand-carved to me.
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        Door to the secret passageway—a keeper.
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      I saved this very cool handle (see below). It was near the top of the stairs on the pine paneling pretending to be a door. It does look old. I love it. Someone else obviously appreciated it to bother to save it and attach it to the wall. Danny wonders if it was there for Great Gramma Cooley to grab it to help her stability. Here is where it was before I took it off. What do you think? (See handle below.)
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      Mystery Item No. 1
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      January 5. Can you guess what this little beauty is? I thought I'd add a new fun category to my blog: MYSTERIES! Some will be items, some will be places, some will be historical mysteries. Some I will know the answer to and am testing you. Some I need help, suggestions, ideas. Join in!

      

      Mystery Item No. 2
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      January 5. My husband knows what this is, I did not. I used them as soft packing to bring home a kerosene lantern from the Ridge Road House. What is it?

      This one will test your Vermont roots or knowledge.

      

      The New Driveway Today

      January 11. Eric Henderson was able to work on the driveway today, despite 12 inches of new snow three days ago. Photos thanks to Peter Cooley.
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        You can see Eric working with his equipment here.
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        Entrance/parking for Peter and Megan.
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        The main section of the southern end of the driveway:
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        And Mazey Cooley modeling to help show us the scale on the south entrance:

      

      

      The House
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      January 16. I made this little model of The Ridge Road House almost 50 years ago for a Landscape Design class at the University of Vermont. It is a bit crude, but I love it anyway, and my granddaughters have played with it a bit, so I am proud that it has held up.

      What attracted me to this house in the first place? I like the simplicity of a white Vermont farmhouse perched on a hill. I like houses without all of the added stuff like ‘Foundation Plantings.’ Give me the one large white Hydrangea or the single purple Lilac on one corner. It is almost regal to me in its simplicity. 

      Most of all I liked the people who lived here; maybe that’s why I love this house so much. I feel so lucky to now own this property. I wish we had a million dollars to fuss with the house, having experts on antique houses come in as advisors, taking years to jack it up, put in a new foundation underneath, work with the old beams, keep what we can, restore it bit by bit in a by-the-book way. 

      Instead we will do the practical thing (still expensive) and try to rebuild a house that matches this as closely as possible. Prepare yourselves—things will start to come down in about a month, towards the end of February. First the tree which has grown into the garage will come down, next the metal roof will come off. I will document this.

      I have tried to preserve the house through photos and videos. I would love to have more photos of the house in its prime from family members who can send them to me. I would share them here. 

      I have tried to keep family informed via this blog so they are prepared. I know it is a loss. Ultimately though, the site will be safer and ready for the matching house to go up. This is my three-to-five-year plan, though, so the reappearance of the house will take longer than the process of it coming down.

      Please say your goodbyes. 

      

      The House in Better Days
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      January 20. This is an undated photo but may be around 1990 based on photos around it in the album (but may be earlier). You can see the house is in better shape ~34 years ago. The two houses appear to be still well attached. Tulips in the garden, a bird feeder, tools next to the front door.

      The photo below is from 1995. Charles is with his new baby: Haley a colt out of his beloved Morgan Suzie (also in the photo). My son, Alex, was 10 and is here with his new Lab puppy, Meg.
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      That View

      January 20
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        Randolph Center Ridge Road in 1992. Photograph by Charles H. Cooley
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        Charles's Morgan venture with Suzanne Royalty, aka Suzie, and her four-year-old, Fern Hill Alexandra, aka Lexa (named after my son and Charles's grandson, Alexander Shepard Cooley). The view in the background. Did those horses know how lucky they were?
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        Charles and Alex ~1989, Randolph Center.

      

      Two important things Charles gave us:

      (1) This tractor now helps us on our mini Cooley Farm in Leverett, Massachusetts. In the photo it was pretty new, with Alex (~age 4) getting to try it out. (2) He gave me Lexa. Here he is lunging her for me in Amherst, Massachusetts (~ 2008). She was about 20 years old at this point. I had so much fun with her for the next five years. Truly an exceptional Lippitt Morgan; she taught me so much, and Charles gave me a huge compliment when he said, “You have done the most with her of anybody with your riding." I was crushed when she died in 2013. Still the best present anyone has ever given me.
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        Charles with Lexa in Amherst, Massachusetts.

      

      

      The Heavy Equipment Is Moving In
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      January 25. Tomorrow the “garage tree” will come down, along with a rotting maple near the northwest side of the house and an ash tree behind the kitchen. Soon the metal roof will come off. Also, boxes of junk are coming out of the house.

      

      Work Today

      January 26. Thank you to Eric Henderson for his work. Didn't it rain today?!
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        Photo: Peter Cooley
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        Photo: Peter Cooley

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Duling, Ennis, “A Persistent and Spirited Controversy: The State Normal Schools and the Education of Vermonters,” Vermont History Vol. 90, No. 2 (Summer/Fall 2022): 113-146. Vermont Historical Society.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            February 2024
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      Reading About Sugaring Season

      February 6. I have been reading about maple sugaring on the Cooley Farm back in the 1930s. Harry says this, "I have had to empty my filters several times from the sugar sand which seems to be more abundant than usual. I take this to be a sign that it will be a good sugar season. Inside each heavy felt filter bag I have put a handmade bag of heavy cotton flannel, which catches much of the sand and can be emptied and rinsed without disturbing the big filters." This should give you a hint on one of the mystery items displayed. I wonder if one of these actual items survived from the 30s?!

      

      A Handy Man, I Am Not
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        Watch video on YouTube here.

      

      February 11. Mostly I went up to the house today to rescue all of Charles’s horse tack. I am hoping it will see more use. I will offer it to anyone who thinks they can use it. Rachel from my boarding barn in Hatfield may come by. Two trunks of leather goods and another pile that would fit in more trunks if I had them. Mostly it is harnesses for use with the sleigh or a cart.

      Fourteen days and counting for Day 1 of Demolition, so anything that can be saved is a plus. The house is mostly empty now. 

      I almost filled the truck just with the horse tack and had to place a door teetering a bit on top; it’s the beloved Secret Passageway door. I left a couple more doors behind for now that I couldn’t fit in the truck.

      I also tried my hand at more salvaging. It’s amazing the tasks that I have no problem with, but then one small screw that won’t turn, can throw me into a deep disgruntled state. 

      I have so much respect for those who can handle tools and know how to tackle a job. Tap, tap, in goes the pry bar neatly under a piece of door jamb that should be lifted. Looks like butter. Creak, creak, out pops the wood, exposing the item to be removed. (That is me imagining how it’s done, not me in real life.)

      I am glad my niece’s husband, Jim, will save some windows tomorrow. Anything from the old place that can live on, that’s a plus. 

      

      Saving Stuff

      February 16. Thank you to Jim, my niece Myra's husband, for working hard and saving items. It's cool because he remembers coming to the barn there with Charles and trimming Charles's Morgans (including what became my horse, Lexa).
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      Thinking of You

      February 16

      Thank you, Charles, for everything.
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        Charles H. Cooley in his sixties at the Ridge Road house.

      

      

      Demolition Day—I say this with reverence

      February 16. Our son is a firefighter, so we know how important training and experience is for firefighters to stay safe, for firefighters to save structures. In most of Vermont, firefighters are volunteers who are willing to put their lives on the line for your house. 

      We have donated the Ridge Road house to the local fire department for fire training. Since the house has to be demolished, this will help give something positive to the community with the loss of the house.

      Randolph Center, East Randolph, Randolph Village, and Brookfield firefighters will conduct a fire training exercise on Sunday, February 25. 

      I know this will be hard for family. But even though it is more dramatic than a typical demolition, the end result is the same. Even though the original house will be gone, the memories will still be there. A house as close to the original as possible will be rebuilt.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        As a little kid, my son looked up to firefighters. Now his daughter does the same. But then again, this is her daddy. He’d be a hero no matter what.

      

      

      The Roof Is Coming Off

      February 21. Henderson Excavation & Hauling is taking the metal roof off. I am fascinated with the work that an excavator is able to do. It is weirdly fine-motor type of work and yet powerful in its reach and the weight it can handle.
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        Before.
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        February 20, 2024.
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        After.

      

      

      Randolph Center Fire Department
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        Randolph Center, Vermont.

      

      February 24. I have been fortunate to work with the Randolph Center, Vermont firefighters. They have been appreciative of the (rare, they say) opportunity to have a house donated for fire training. They are volunteers and busy people in their regular lives, and I have appreciated their willingness to work with me. I should go back and count the number of emails we have exchanged since the process started back at the beginning of October 2023. 

      I started by approaching the Town of Randolph Fire Department, just because I had seen the fire station in Randolph and assumed that was the one fire department in town. I went to their door and knocked, then sat in their parking lot and called, leaving a message. I have learned a lot since then. 
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      Randolph Center’s fire station is on Furnace Road, so even though they are set back from the main road, just beyond Floyd’s Store, they are very much a fully-functioning fire department. 

      Read this interesting article from the Randolph Herald newspaper to see how the road got the name Furnace Road.

      I have worked with Tim Angell, the now-retired chief (I’m hoping I wasn’t a contributing factor), and his son Joe Angell, who is in charge of fire training, and current chief Dana Williams. All wonderful, smart, polite, hard-working firefighters, as their sign above the station reads: “We bust ours to save yours.” 

      They invited me up to one of their Monday-night regular meetings at the station. Entering the door at the front, you pass by resting large engines, lockers with firefighter gear, all of the usual stuff I had seen at my son’s station in Greenfield, Massachusetts, where he is a captain. It’s still impressive to those of us in the general public. It is still awe-inspiring that there are those who will risk their lives with fire to help others.
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      I received a friendly welcome at that meeting in Randolph. We exchanged introductions. Some of the firefighters brought their kids along. This is real life. We sat around a big table and had a chance to ask any questions we might have. How many firefighters will be involved? Fifty! There are trainees from (the former) Vermont Technical College, including women. Randolph Center, East Randolph, Town of Randolph, and Brookfield will be involved. 

      I provided them with the required paperwork I had filled out for the state agencies thus far, and a floor plan of the house. I forgot to snap a photo, so I barged back in for that. They were nice enough to accommodate me, even though I’m sure it isn’t “their thing.” 

      I headed back down the road towards Massachusetts as they continued on with their general business.
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      In February on a Sunday, I met with a smaller group of the same firefighters to tour the house. I pointed out where the two houses are separating and they agreed that the hidden passageway between the two houses would be off limits. 

      In fact, after discovering a broken beam in the basement under the fireplace room and a floor that can make you seasick, they will make that entire “Second House” off limits. As they said, “We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
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      Whereas I was planning on emptying the house completely, they find it more useful for training if there can be some furniture, so the couch along with some beds and other wooden furniture can stay. 
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      The Salvaging Continues

      I have been traveling up to the house about once a week all winter, and now I have the very last items out of the house to be saved. I have mostly traveled alone. My husband, the real Cooley, has been busy being a full-time professor and assistant department head at UMass, Amherst. Two hours up/two hours back. Stop in Ascutney for decadent treats.
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        Mount Ascutney. The town of Ascutney is on the road between the house in Massachusetts to the one in Vermont, a route that I’ve traveled both ways about once a week through the winter.

      

      More Saved Items

      I am so excited about these doors having the very same doorknobs on them that many relatives have touched over the years. They will go in the new house. 
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      I am looking for someone who knows how to make windows from scratch. I want to create a long narrow eyebrow window with the old wavy glass from these windows for a view to the sunset on the west side of the new house. We'll be looking through the same glass that others in the family looked through.
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      Now, tomorrow is the big day. I am excited as one would be when you have put in a lot of effort and planning, but also dreading it. I don’t want the house to be gone. I don’t want an empty spot there on that sweet little rise in the yard. I'm sorry.

      

      Fire Day

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      February 25. The biggest impression I was left with from this day is how a small community can come together. Fifty firefighters were willing to give up their free time on a Sunday. These are volunteers. Some make a very minimal stipend for hours put in, barely past minimum wage, maybe it covers their gas. They don’t do it for the money. 

      The scene: A house over 200 years old had to come down, was going to be demolished anyway. It provided experience in a real house with a real fire but with the added insurance that it was planned, staged, with many helpers there to make sure no one got into trouble. 

      As I got out of my car upon arrival, I walked by a couple of firefighters in full gear who had just come out, red-faced, sweaty on a 19-degree day. They had just been inside, in the dark (windows had been covered to simulate nighttime), in a smoky house with a goal of finding their way to a certain room for a rescue. For some of these firefighting trainees it was their first time in this kind of situation. This is hard to simulate. But here was a real house with stairs and hallways and doors. 
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      This day took months to plan for fire chief Dana Williams; retired fire chief Tim Angell; and Joe Angell, in charge of fire training. Many others from the Randolph Center Fire Department, along with neighboring departments, put in time on previous days setting up the house, arranging some rooms with beds and other furniture, boarding up windows, making stairwells safe, blocking off unsafe structures in sections of the house. 

      I put in time on paperwork for the state and sending out certified notices to 56 neighbors (within a half mile) to inform them of the burn.

      Eric and Lev from Henderson Excavation were there to help manage the fire using their excavator and to push debris into the cellar hole. 
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      Another impression from the day was calm, knowledgeable firefighters keeping a fire contained. No chaos. But there in the background was a blaze so hot you could feel it from 100 feet away. Firefighters managed hoses from pumper trucks being filled by what looked like a swimming pool sitting at the base of the driveway. 
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      Ultimately, the house came down very quickly once it caught. Maybe 2 to 3 hours and it was gone. Though I am glad to have a safer situation now (instead of a house whose floors could collapse if someone ventured inside without permission), having it gone makes me want to rebuild sooner rather than later. I want that white house back on the hill. 
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      Fire Training Videos

      February 26. This link takes you to a Ridge Road House blog post that includes several videos of the controlled burn. ⁠*
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      Final Cleanup
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      February 29. Henderson Excavation & Engineering, a small business located in Williamstown, Vermont, did amazing work on cleaning up after the controlled burn. Eric and his father, Lev, make a great team. They have removed all metal and ash, filled in the entire saltbox “second house" foundation, and will put up a safety fence on Friday. Thank you for the photos, Eric.
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        Photos courtesy of Henderson Excavation.

      

      

      The Demolition: February 25, 2024
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      Smoke was oozing out of cracks in the house. I wasn’t surprised. I knew the firefighters would have started training first thing in the morning and it was already 10 a.m. when I pulled into the driveway of the Ridge Road house. Poof, a giant cloud of smoke obscured the front of the house and traveled across the road towards the farm fields below. 

      Soon, very orange flames were flowing out of downstairs windows (but flowing out and upward, defying gravity). Orange flames started emerging from a gap where the two houses are joined together on the south side. I don’t think I have ever seen anything that orange. More orange than a pumpkin. More orange than the most orange fall leaves. Oh! I know! It was as orange as those close-up pictures I’ve seen of the sun spewing up solar flares. I hadn’t expected this much fire until about noon. But I’ve never been to a controlled burn of a house before, so how would I really know what to expect?! 

      Suddenly there was an eerie sounding alarm…almost like a fog horn at an ocean lighthouse. I somehow knew this meant “Everybody out!”

      As I passed Chief Williams, he said, “The fire got away from us a little faster than we’d hoped.” But it’s a house with wood over 200 years old. Dry, thin, friable, lighting up like dry twigs in a campfire. They would have liked to have conducted even more inside training (they’d already done three hours), but safety is their top priority. Everybody out.

      You might expect all of the pumper trucks with hoses on all sides of the house would spring to life, shooting out gallons of water at the house in giant arcs. Many firefighters were surrounding the house. Helmets on, labels on the back of khaki coats RCFD (Randolph Center) or BROOKFIELD, or black coats with ERFD (East Randolph), or finally, some red/some black coats reading RVFD (Randolph Village). But no, this was not a firefighting situation. This was just a let-it-burn-but keep-the-fire-under-control situation. In fact, the chief wanted it to burn hot, the hotter the fire, the less smoke is produced. And it was hot. The February day was 19 degrees with snow on the ground but you could feel the heat all the way across Ridge Road almost 100 feet away. 

      There were some streams of water, firefighters aiming hoses up at trees near the house, helping the old maples make it through this. We’ll know if they leaf out in the spring. 

      As I watched and took photos, I could start to see the insides of rooms I had gotten to know so well in the months before the event. It was surreal to see these intense orange flames now filling the house and shooting out of windows. Rooms where I could imagine the contents, the sunshine coming through windows while standing inside, looking out at the view. It was especially weird to shoot videos and zoom in on the house…almost like traveling into the fire and into the rooms with flames. You could start to see the structure of beams and supporting rafters. 

      The main house was now all lit up, the roof a general mass of orange flames, with the upstairs windows seeming to direct flames out of the openings. 

      The secnd house, the saltbox house with the fireplace room and its two upstairs bedrooms, caught last but when it did, it became an even bigger conflagration than the main house. 

      I could see right through the main house to the other side—from south bedrooms to north bedrooms, which were once separated by cozy walls. From time to time a section of the house would collapse with a beam left over, tilting at a strange angle. Like snapping photos at a basketball game I’d “Awwww” when my bad timing missed catching an especially dramatic event. 

      It didn’t take long, after being there a little more than a couple hours, only the barest of frames of the bottom floor was standing, charred gray and black corners posts that had been huge beams back in 1790. Most of the leftover fire was in the cellar hole. The excavator driver started working on pushing everything into the hole. Firefighters helped him by dousing his shovel with water to protect the electrical connections. 

      Was I sad? Yes, a little. But this didn’t seem real, despite all the planning and reading and imagining. It was like watching a movie; yes, it was really hot, but you wouldn’t get hurt. One firefighter smiled at me as I took his photo so he could send it to his mom. People were casually standing around, starting to eat burgers that one of the younger volunteers was cooking on a gas grill.

      And when I think of the house, it is still there.⁠*

      
        
        —March 15, 2024
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Photo: Peter Cooley.
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        Training dummy.
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          * https://www.ridgeroadhouse.blog/post/fire-training-videos

          

          * This essay was written in response to the prompt “An empty building comes to life,”an assignment for a writers group run by Sara Tucker of Korongo Books.
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            March 2024
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      Ridge Road House maps

      March 1. So if you come up from the village of Randolph, driving up the hill on Rt 66 until you get to Randolph Center, take a left at the main intersection at the top of hill, going north. Go past Floyd's Store, go past the entrance to Lake Champagne. When you reach the point where Rt 66 takes a sharp right up the hill, go straight instead, on Ridge Road. It's about half a mile down the road from there. You'll see the barn on the property. (The next house north is an A-Frame house.)
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      Who Are the Best Builders?

      March 5. Tim Cooley, a cousin, made a good case for using a builder (vs. a prefabricated house, even if it is a high-quality prefabrication company). For example, I can easily add in the original home's doors with odd sizes, whereas with a pre-fab house I might be limited. I can also have a closer match to the original house's size (most of the pre-fab plans I was looking at are a bit smaller footprint). I want a simple home but not too squeezed in. With a prefabricated Huntington Home I have heard you might be able to get "more house for the money." And one big benefit (at least this is how they promote it) is you can get more of a set price, without increases as the build goes on. Peace of mind.

      The seemingly more 'instant house' of a prefab is not something I need. We have time. We have a house here in western Mass that we love and enjoy, and since Danny is retiring in September of this year, I want to give him time to enjoy this mini-farm.

      You can never plan enough, think things through enough, and you can add to your design as you give yourself time. So I am starting that design process. Taking input!

      You may have seen my earlier posts where I describe what I'd like to do: keep as close to the original house design as possible. Especially from the front, I want it to look like that same white Cape section of house with balanced windows on each side of a stately front door. I love the unique upside-down V dormer upstairs on the front with its two windows. So all of that I am sure of.

      I also want the flow of the house to be the same. If you are a guest, you can enter where the dining room area is (with the kitchen visible just beyond that) and the living room towards the front of the house.

      If you live there, you can enter from the back, straight into the kitchen.

      There will be one bedroom downstairs on the front/NW side. And of course a bathroom.

      There will be two bedrooms upstairs on each side with a bathroom in between.

      So that is all the same.

      Changes

      Biggest change: no saltbox house that had the fireplace living room and garage. I wish I could keep it, strictly from an aesthetic point of view from the outside of the house; to keep it with that same '2-house look,' along with the nostalgia of those rooms. But we can't afford and don't need two houses.

      So the house will just be the front Cape house.

      We most likely (but maybe not right away) add a garage but push it way towards the north (on the east side), rather than have it on the south/east side like it is now. The south is too important to have a garage steal sunlight, etc.

      Move the kitchen back into that shed area just to use the space (the room that could only be entered from outside the house and was wasted space before).

      Have the downstairs as open as possible...we'll see what suits it and what works engineering-wise. I was thinking to have the stairwell and the front entrance more open to the living room could be nice. It's a big wide hallway there now (oh gosh, I just realized I am still picturing the house as being there). Why not have it be part of the living room, see the stairway and see that beautiful front door and allow the light to enter the living room.

      The wood stove will not be in the way of the cellar door & bathroom door like it was in the kitchen, instead most likely in the living room or dining room.
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      I am also reusing some of the old wavy glass from original windows. I have pictured two transom windows for some reason (long, narrow, horizontal with about 10 panes each). They don't open, they just in light and keep the view through the wavy glass. They would need to be framed by a new wooden window frame with the wooden grid separating each pane.

      I am trying to decide where to put those. Definitely not in the front (I don't want to change that view of the house from the road). Though I could potentially use them for each side of the front door, the so-called sidelites that the original door had (and I definitely want to maintain). That could be a very appropriate spot for them.

      I could also use them on the north to let in more light without letting in more heat from the sun.

      Sara has connected me with the artist Phil Godenschwager from Randolph. I will get his advice on these windows.

      After looking at his website, I was inspired to imagine these two transom windows, one set above the other with a narrow black etched line running through them from left to right to represent the shape of the ridge line of the hills out in front, and, since he does amazing stained glass, I thought maybe a hint of sunset color along the top middle of the mountain line. But Danny vetoed that saying, "I like simple." So still taking input on reusing the wavy glass.

      Any input or advice on contractors or design is welcome!

      So far I have written to two recommended contractors: AJ Hoyt from Chelsea and David Aldrighetti from Bethel. Anyone else you'd recommend? The nice part is, I don't have to rush and I don't have to have someone who is free immediately. Just someone reliable, good at what they do, and nice to work with.

      

      It’s a Wonderful Life

      March 13. I am lucky to be a Cooley. When I got married to Daniel R. Cooley back in 1974 I was (already) a feminist, but I also thought it would be fun to change my name. You don’t get to do that every day. So to honor my father, who had four girls, I kept his name as my middle name and dutifully sign everything Sylvia Shepard Cooley. 

      I have known the Cooleys for 52 years and the Tuckers (Idora Cooley married Ransom Tucker) for 58 years. My son is Alex, Alexander Shepard Cooley, and he has another Charlie Cooley in the next generation (aka Charlotte).  If something happens to me tomorrow, I want to go on the record as having had the most wonderful life with the Cooleys. Harry Cooley was just so nice to me, as was Charles. I was truly welcomed into the family and treated with a lot of respect. Getting to know them was wonderful. Both such intelligent, interesting people. Their bios could fill a book, but suffice it to say: farmers, Vermonters, educated, well-read, life-long learners, politically active Democrats, Secretary of State in Vermont (Harry), High School and then college math teacher (Charles), military member (Charles, Navy and Army), fathers, grandfathers, great-grandfathers, long-lived (Harry a couple weeks shy of 93, Charles 91), lovely men. Hard to describe time with them, but it gives me a warm, comfortable feeling. They were engaging but were also interested in what you had to say.

      Thank you for this house at Ridge Road.
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        Four generations of the Cooleys, from left to right: Daniel (2nd gen.), Charles (1st gen.), Charlotte (4th gen.) and Alex (3rd gen.):
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        Harry H. Cooley at his book signing in 1978 with his grandson Daniel R. Cooley (my husband) and his son Charles H. Cooley (my father-in-law). We believe the woman talking with them is Margaret Hodgson (wife of Bill Hodgson who taught horticulture at the Aggie school).
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        Harry and his son Charles as a baby away from the farm in Randolph Center and visiting the in-laws (Smalls) in Claremont, N.H. 1927

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Charles H. Cooley as a young man.
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        Charles visiting at our place in Western Mass working on the tractor (it was his and he gave it to us...a treasure).

      

      

      Front Porch Forum Brings Neighbors Together

      March 16. I got the idea to share this site on Front Porch Forum from my writers’ group with Sara Tucker. Great idea! 

      So far, I have heard from at least three neighbors, life-long residents of Ridge Road as well as newer folks, plus many more (maybe 100 visitors) have looked at this website because of that notice. Thank you for getting in touch. It makes me feel very welcomed. 

      Thank you to Wayside Farm for reaching out. My husband remembers the Abbot farm well. We think this is a photo of Hartwell Abbot on one of his fields off Ridge Road.
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      Followup

      Dan Cooley says: This is from a slide (most likely in an older family collection of slides). The color is real (a Kodachrome slide), not colorized. Dan thinks either his grandfather Harry or his father, Charles Cooley, took it. Dan did a bunch of scanning of old family slides and saved this along with the others. We have it in our digitized collection of photos. Kodachrome was invented in 1935 and used for slides starting in 1936 (used by many Americans after WWII around 1945). Maybe if I look for the original slide it has a date on it. Or maybe I can see which other slides were scanned around the same time and infer a date from that. 

      When I research Hartwell Abbot, there was a Hartwell Brown Abbot Sr., which made me wonder: Is this Hartwell Abbot Sr. or Jr.? Dan says Hartwell's son was Brownie Abbot—so maybe Brownie was Hartwell Jr.? But Dan is sure this is not a photo of Brownie Abbot. Hartwell Abbot Sr. lived from 1912 to 1977.

      Most horse-drawn equipment was replaced by tractors in the 1940s. It could be a photo just before horses were replaced by tractors on their farm (except Hartwell looks older than his 30s in this photo). Or it could be a photo of someone who had access to tractors but was very versed in horse-drawn farm equipment.

      So it's a photo taken via a Kodachrome slide film sometime after the 1940s (and before 1977 when Hartwell passed away). It's a field of corn with a beautiful team of white horses, one who is listening to the team driver, and one who has one ear towards the photographer, one ear to the driver. I can't imagine the team driver would be just doing this as a photo op, so real work was being done. The fields are open with a border of trees along the edges. Almost looks like a huge elm tree in the left background. Many elms were wiped out by Dutch Elm disease by the 1950s, but a few were resistant.⁠*

      Now I hope Chester Abbot can comment and confirm or correct. 

      

      The Randolph Herald Reports on Fire Training

      March 20
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      March 14, 2024. Firefighters from Randolph Center, East Randolph, Randolph Village, and Brookfield train at a house on Ridge Road, which was scheduled for demolition and donated to the department for exercises by Dan and Sylvia Cooley. (Provided / Ruth Tucker)⁠*

      

      Visit to the House Site Today
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      March 21. As this video (above) pans to the left, remember the second house was located there, pushed out to the south a bit, connected to the far 'left' corner of this foundation. You can kind of see the rectangle where it was (the garage, the Fireplace Room).
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      Moving Forward With Plans

      March 22. On the first day of spring, March 21, 2024, I visited with Phil Godenschwager at his studio in Randolph, Vermont, on Weston Street (in the former Tewksbury Store). If you have never had a chance to tour his studio, you are missing an experience—it is filled with his creations. Even the building itself has been preserved and enhanced from his stewardship. Front porch posts with a whimsical design (preserved from a nearby house that was torn down) send a warm welcome to those who enter. Tucked towards the back of the building is an old door he found beside the road. With two long narrow curved spaces for windows, he completed them with handmade stained glass, gradations of pale yellow to gold.

      He generously gave me a good chunk of his afternoon to talk about the plans for this Randolph Center house. I am excited to say he will draw up the architectural plans for us. I was so impressed with his work both artistically and professionally and at a reasonable 'Vermonters only' rate. He will help bring my ideas to life with floor plans and elevations that a contractor can use to build the house again.

      In the meantime, I can dream (and ponder, analyze, research and brainstorm).

      Below: The circular driveway as it comes up from the northern side of the property.
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      Initial Plans
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      March 24. I got inspired to play with my house-plan ideas after visiting Phil Godenschwager, who does architectural drawings. I want to have some basic plans in place for him to work with when he is ready. It is so much fun to play with floor plans. It helps you see glitches and research things like “How much space do you need around a kitchen island? How wide should useful doorways/walk-through areas be? Can you put a refrigerator next to a doorway?" And to think about cozy vs. open space.

      Here is my initial plan at this point. It maintains the beautiful wide front door with sidelights (windows up both sides), the evenly spaced two windows to the right of the door, two windows to the left of the door—so the front of the house will look the same from the road. The sides just along the corner from the front edge of the house will also be the same, with those two windows on each side. Otherwise, from halfway along the side to the back, it will be slightly different from the original house (French doors into dining room on the south side, bathroom windows on the north side and a mudroom entry door). And all along the east side (the true back side of the house) it will have many more windows, but mostly matching those that were above the kitchen sink...the three smaller higher windows in a row letting light in from morning sun. Except the dining room on the east, where the door to the second house used to be, it will have two windows that match the front window. More morning light there, too, with no garage in the way, blocking light.

      The porch can be reminiscent of the same house in the 1800s that had a porch.

      Phil and I talked about the importance of the angle of the roof on a covered porch, the porch beam size and style, and finial style. I want all of that to be appropriate to this house style (in the past).

      

      Initial Elevations of House Plans
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      March 25. These are very basic. I don't have all details on them yet. If you see the trim I drew on the front of the house (west side), imagine there is trim on all other windows and doors on other sides. Full of erasure marks, etc. But SO MUCH FUN! I will post them twice. Once without comments, then again with what is behind each window or door for rooms.

      

      West Side
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      It's important to me that the front of the house look as much like the original as possible. I have tried to capture the molding, the big front door with its side lights (but I'm sure Phil will help me capture it more accurately from photos). The living room is located where it was in the old house. The downstairs bedroom in the same spot. I want to have the stairwell and that wide front hallway open to the living room, doing away with the wall separation. There won't be the third bedroom upstairs, but it will be saved as a reading nook/extra sleeping space (as suggested by Sara Tucker).

      

      South Side
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      The south side (above and below) was the usual entry for most visitors. Here the difference will be French doors at the entry (let in as much light as possible). I left space along the wall in the dining room for Grampa Cooley's (Harry's) desk, so it can be in its usual spot.
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      I have not drawn in the covered porch yet. I need help with that. Nice big deck area with room for company to sit out beside the dining room/living room and enjoy that view. Phil suggests a screened-in porch for part of it (maybe along the dining room area?). Should I have the living room windows be French doors as well—a whole side of the house that opens to the deck/porch via doors? Or keep it more traditional with the living room windows as they were?

      

      East Side
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      There will be a “new” dormer along the back of the house to allow for an upstairs guest bathroom.

      Here you can see new dining room windows (where the connection to the second house/saltbox Fireplace Room used to be, on the far left of the drawing), the usual door into the kitchen area, the kitchen windows above the sink, then to the north of that, the matching three-paned windows up high for the laundry and mudroom. (Note: I decided in a later post that this is not good aesthetically, so see future changes.) We may have a garage along the north for entry into the mudroom.
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      North Side

      On the north side of the house you can see the mudroom entryway (that will lead past the laundry and into the kitchen). (Note: This gets switched to the back of the house in a future post.) High windows in the 'master bath' and the master bedroom north windows. Upstairs the other of two guest bedrooms.
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      Changing the North and East Sides a Bit
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      March 28. A reader/family member suggested changing the north side less (from the original house design) and to do that have the mudroom entrance on the east side instead of the north side. Good idea. 

      So now the only difference from the original house on the north side are the bathroom windows. 
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      On the east side (back of the house) I changed two of the little high windows in my design to one conventional window. I didn’t like the little windows all in a row there aesthetically, though they would have allowed more wall space. I kept the one above the kitchen sink as it was in the original design. 

      This is what suggestions by readers can help with. Thank you!
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      Upstairs and Downstairs

      March 29. The upstairs will be very similar to the old house except for no walls around the “third bedroom,” (keeping it open for light into the hallway upstairs while still providing extra sleeping space and a

      reading nook—thank you, Sara, for suggestion), and the bathroom will have a true dormer to not be so squeezed into the space. I have added lots of closets along the two windowless walls for storage and for guests to use, and figured the bedrooms do not have to be huge to be useful (but may have overdone it). I need suggestions for the most aesthetically pleasing and safe way to “rail in” the stairs above (without that wall there). I don't especially like the idea of stair balusters lining the side (and it would have to be high enough for kids to not lean over the top), but if there are especially cool ones or attractive ones or design-appropriate ones I'd like to see them.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Since the downstairs was shown in an earlier post, the mudroom entry has been moved to the back (east) side of the house, and the two high windows in the mudroom/laundry have been replaced by one conventional window. Still pondering the porch/deck. I am with Sara: Porches can darken rooms, and I don't want dark rooms. But having the protection of a roof from sun or rain could be nice and cozy out there. Either way, I definitely want at least a deck for enjoying that view.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Vermont History website “Vermont’s Missing Elm Trees,” October 13, 2023

          

          * “Historic Home’s Demolition Helps Local Fire Departments Train,” by Tim Calabro. The Herald, March 14, 2024.
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        The old kitchen.
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        OK, so not exactly inspiring.

      

      Replicating the 1960s kitchen in the 2020s

      April 3. I can't decide if I am just obsessed with recreating a similar house or if I am truly inspired by the old house to get new ideas.

      At any rate the old kitchen got me thinking about wood cabinets (rather than an all-white kitchen), light countertop to contrast with the wood cabinets (and brighten up the kitchen) and white appliances (rather than stainless steel).

      Here's my playing around with these ideas.

      I like minimalist cabinets without all of the hoopla (of fancy edges, curved molding, added framing, or too many details). There is a cabinet company in Greenfield, Massachusetts near us named Boxco, that makes simple cabinets that I think would help make a new kitchen look older (surprising, since minimalist usually means modern).
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        Compare these Boxco cabinets to the original ’60s cabinets above. Try to picture just these cabinets in a lighter color (not the green backsplash, not the black handles, not the black countertop).
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        I could even try to replicate those ’60s silver handles.
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        One way to create an older impression (in a new kitchen) is to use upper shelving rather than upper cabinets.

      

      I love the wood cabinets above (simple lines, no extra framing) but too dark, grainy/oaky. I think I like maple. I do like the countertop. But I would choose different handles (though these do look old).
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        Here's a kitchen with wood cabinets and white appliances. I like the wood of the cabinets but do not like the holes substituting for cabinet handles.

      

      

      Instead of the half-wall separating the kitchen and dining room, I would just use more lower kitchen cabinets to create sort of an island like this (except picture wood cabinets and light countertop):
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      You'd have to make sure the back side of it (towards the dining room) has a nice finished appearance, like this:
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      I have thought about using white wooden shiplap or white wainscoting as a backsplash. Less modern than subway tiles. Still bright and light with a contrast to darker wooden cabinets below.
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      And I do want the three windows above the kitchen sink.
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        Should I do this?
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        Or this?

      

      Thank you for letting me have fun here and thank you for your input!

      

      1950s View of Ridge Road

      April 6
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      Supplied by Tim Cooley from the slide collection of his father, John Cooley.

      

      Our Cooley History

      April 17	. The first Cooleys started a farm on Ridge Road in Randolph Center.
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        The first Cooleys started a farm on Ridge Road, Randolph Center. Above: Anna (Hale) and William Augustus Cooley and their children (from left): Oscar, Emerson (seated), Hollis, Harry, and Sumner.
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        Harry Cooley married Gertrude Small.
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        Harry and Gertrude’s son Charles married Lois Rogers.
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        Charles and Lois’s son Daniel married Sylvia Shepard.
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        Daniel and Sylvia’s son Alex married Brittany Baumann.
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        Harry Cooley.
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        Charles Cooley.
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        Alex Cooley and Charles Cooley.
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        Dan Cooley.

      

      

      Progress Report

      Up Next: The Barn
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      April 30. I have started to touch base with some excellent builders. Since they are busy, I haven’t met with anyone yet, but am eager when they are available. Phil Godenschwager can start on the floor plans and elevations for the house in June or July. 

      Since I can’t start building the Cooley house just yet, I will make Charles’s barn my summer project. This photo was taken January 4, 2024, so I’m sure the buds on trees are starting to soften the landscape now, the snow is gone, and the grass is starting to green up. 

      I love the way the barn uses the hill to have an entrance into the loft. The sleigh is parked up there. 

      I want to sort through things, which will require heavy work gloves and may involve a dumpster. At least a metals pile. I can make some trips to the dump myself. 

      I want to check the structure and get ready for horses there. I was pleased that Jim Hudson (my niece’s husband) gave it the thumbs up for the building. He knows his way around structures after building his own house, his summer house on his pond, etc. I wasn’t sure how adept Charles was with building, but most farmers have some experience in the Jack of All Trades Department. I had seen some plans for a barn that Charles had bought. I know the barn has electricity and water and some stall space. I’m excited to put horses back (or at least a horse, a mini horse, and a donkey) into that pasture where my horse Fern Hill Alexandra (“Lexa”) once stood with her mother Suzanne Royalty (“Suzie”). 

      Since I was once called The Mad Sweeper by another boarder at a previous barn, you can imagine I can’t wait to hit the place with a broom! Get anything old and molding out, paint the entrance door to the barn, organize remaining useful tools. I will let you know what I discover in there. It will be a labor of love—for Charles and for horses, past and present. 

      I need to work on the paddocks, since wild chervil is prevalent there. I will have to do a lot of work. I am debating digging up and baking the pulled plants under plastic to kill them vs. covering an entire paddock with black plastic for two years. Neither is an exciting prospect or very pretty either.  But herbicides don’t work on this nasty plant, as most Vermonters know. Mowing can only happen before seed formation or the equipment carries the seeds to innocent pastures. I imagine it will be an ongoing battle there on Ridge Road since it has made its way onto the property.

      Here’s an article about wild chervil, Anthriscus sylvestris, that appeared in the Herald of Randolph, Vermont, way back in 2007. ⁠*

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * https://www.ourherald.com/articles/invasive-wild-chervil-blooms-again-unless-you-pull-it-up/
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      Screened-In Porch

      May 4
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      Phil Godenschwager suggested a screen-in porch for the design of the Ridge Road house. I decided it would be a great idea (we loved one we had on West Street in Amherst, Massachusetts, and used it a lot in the 1980s). This would give us a covered porch area.

      We could leave the deck on the south side uncovered, letting as much light into the south side of the house as possible—the dining room and living room wouldn't be as dark as it would be with a covered porch. Thank you for that suggestion, Sara, and I agree.

      The screened-in porch could be off the dining room/kitchen on the east side of the house (with a little southern exposure), towards the back, where the old fireplace living room/garage were.

      We would get the best of both worlds: one uncovered deck for days of sitting and looking at the view, one screened-in covered porch for shady insect-free dining or sitting. We could have electricity out there for sitting in the evenings with a lamp on for reading.

      I need Phil's help with the added roof line of the screened-in porch (elevation) and what the siding/windows/screens would look like. I want it to blend in with the existing design of the house but also be one of the features that adds character. Something you look at and think, "I want to sit there!"

      

      Wild Chervil Problems
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      May 15. One of the projects that needs to be undertaken at the Ridge Road House is tackling the wild chervil (Anthriscus sylvestris, called cow parsley in England) that is invading/filling the fields on either side of the house.

      As you probably know, an invasive plant is non-native and may tend to overtake native species when it moves into an  area. This one came from Europe and is sometimes included in wild flower mixes.

      Most people in Vermont know it as something that first showed up in great amounts along the Interstate highways and was most likely spread from mowing there. Mowing equipment can become “contaminated” with the seeds, thereby spreading them at the next mowing location. Farmers who mow along the road first and then later mow their fields might carry the seeds into their fields.

      In addition, chervil sap can be irritating to some animals that come into contact with it. The bottom line is, if you want to grow something else in an area where chervil has invaded, it is pretty difficult to compete with it.

      In an article in the White River Valley Herald (all the way back in 2003) Victoria Weber, from Bethel, Vermont, suggested that Randolph, Vermont, might be the chervil capital of the state. Vermont now has a sugaring season, a mud season, and a chervil season (blooming from mid-May until mid-June). After mid-June you can make things worse and increase the spread of it by trying to work with it (since seeds will then be present).

      The mystery is why this plant, which has supposedly been reported in the area since the early 1900s, has become so aggressive in the 2000s. It doesn't seem to cause such great problems in New Hampshire. Maybe it is simply a factor of time plus mowing methods, then throw in a little climate change intensity, which tends to benefit aggressive invasives.

      Ironically enough, as I researched whether it is bad for horses to ingest (I want to recreate the paddock in front of the barn eventually), I found this article in Irish Sport Horse Magazine 2024, which recommended grazing your horse on wild chervil. They seem to relish it like carrots, the article states. Hmm, if they don't develop a rash from it, maybe horses could be suggested as a way to control it: let the horses in there until they continuously eat it all down to dirt.

      However, an article in Northern Woodlands, published May 29, 2005, claims horses and cows don't like it. I would certainly agree that it is not conducive to baling in with hay, since it is a tough, big, herbaceous plant that will likely mold in the hay rather than drying properly.

      An article in Vermont Invasives describes the plant and suggests control mechanisms. On a small scale you can dig up individual plants, being careful to leave nearby noninvasive native plants intact. The less you disturb the ground, the less likely wild chervil seeds will sprout there. Wear gloves, cover your body with long sleeves and pants (the sap can irritate skin). Of course, it is a difficult plant to dig up, with strong roots.

      On a large-scale basis you can try to smother the plants using a combination of cardboard and thick black plastic, though this can take years.

      And yes, there are herbicides you could use. Wild chervil is resistant to many chemicals, and you have to have knowledge and training to apply any pesticide. There are risks to native plants, animals, and water supplies. Don't apply during bloom, since bees would be affected. Don't apply when windy, since you will have drift, etc.

      Any one method above is not going to be successful in eliminating wild chervil.

      It's going to be an interesting experiment. Charlie Cooley will be watching, I'm sure.
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      Meeting with a Builder
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      June 7. Today I got to meet Joseph Bertrand from Central Vermont Building & Design, LLC. Thank you to Phil Godenschwager for suggesting Joe. 

      Our meeting was at the house site in Randolph Center on Ridge Road. We were welcomed with kisses from Mazey Cooley.

      It was wonderful just standing with this view, but standing with a builder, someone who can help deliver a dream was great!

      I think Joe Bertrand and the Cooleys are well-matched. He believes in quality and not rushing a job. He is willing and able to make lots of suggestions with all of his experience, but respects what the owner wants as well. He has been building in the Randolph area for over 30 years. Beautiful work. He believes in simplicity when possible and that is my goal as well. It was a pleasure meeting him. I am convinced he would recreate the Cooley house and we would have a wonderful (modernized in only the best ways) little white Cape on the hill again. 

      Though I don't think we are ready to start this year, the house could be started in the fall season with the foundation, get the shell up, then work on the interior over a winter. It could be finished by the next spring/summer for move-in! 

      I would like to do some preliminary work before that process. Take trees down (unfortunately two of the maples close to the house do not look great) and have a source of wood for a wood stove, then install the new septic system, which Joe said the state of Vermont almost always requires a mounded system (but the site to the north of house would allow for that, since it naturally is somewhat bowl-shaped), put up the garage (which would provide storage and a work space for the builders), and look at the water/well situation. So maybe the house could be a Fall 2025–Summer 2026 project. 

      He can start with some basic estimates, but more exact estimates would come after drawings from Phil of the floor plan plus elevations. Then decisions on heating, cooling, flooring, kitchen, walls, ceilings, trim, windows, siding, roofing, etc. That would then provide us with a clear quote/contract. 

      What I need is more estimates from other builders so I know we are making the right choice. The problem: They are all busy and don’t get back to me. One from Chelsea, Vermont, did call me back once, and I had forgotten to turn my phone sound back on (after being silenced for the night), so I missed his call. I will keep trying. 

      Joe said we could save the fieldstone in the foundation to use for stone walls!

      Notice all the chervil growing in that northern part of the lot (the septic system location).
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      Another Great Builder

      June 20. I talked with another builder! Recommended by my niece Emily Howe, who has seen his work in Tunbridge for her husband John’s family (and he uses my nephew for excavation—Matt Loftus). His name is RJ Hoyt (Rodney) from Chelsea. I was excited to finally get to talk with him; we had done a bit of phone tag. I will go up and meet with him this month, see his work and show him the site.

      He is available for 2026 so that will work for us. We are not in a hurry (especially Danny), but I tell folks we may move in about three years. 

      I am happy to get more estimates. You can’t build a house with just one estimate, right? This will be estimate No. 2.

      RJ was easy to talk to and sounds like a nice guy. Emily says he is the best, and I trust her opinion. He does the whole job, septic, foundation, and finishing. 

      I sent him my rough floor plans and elevations, along with a photo of each side of the old house to let him know what we want to recreate. He sent me photos of an almost identical Cape Cod house he built last year! The only big difference is the dormer on the front. Anyway, his work looks great and the house he built was beautiful. I am happy for any forward movement on creating the Vermont Cooley house. 
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      Ridge Road House Materials List

      June 22. This is my initial list—possibly boring to read (but exciting to me). It is only preliminary, will take suggestions (especially to recreate the old house).

      I love the idea of oak kitchen cabinets with the oak grain. Some old 1920s kitchens had those. Though I am not sure of the original kitchen in the Ridge Road house when the Day family had it, the 1960s kitchen Harry Cooley put in did have a darker stain wood cabinet. His kitchen also had light countertop. Instead of subway tiles, though, I am thinking of white shiplap to have an older look instead of shiny new. Here's the idea of oak drawers below, light countertop, shelving above rather than cupboards.

      

      
        
        Materials list

        Ridge Road, Randolph Center, Vermont

        Cape Cod-style house with front large upside-down V dormer

      

      

      
        
          	
        Siding: Hardie plank smooth white
      

      	
        Window trim white, 3½ in wide, flat
      

      	
        No shutters
      

      	
        Retain molding details on front dormer of house and all along edge
      

      	
        Roof: metal standing seam, medium gray
      

      	
        Windows: Double hung, aluminum-clad wood outside, wood painted white inside
      

      	
        Grill type: two over one, as realistic as possible (not pop-out grill or encased in glass grill)
      

      	
        High quality in terms of energy efficiency
      

      	
        Woodwork interior, all painted white wood, semi-gloss enamel paint
      

      	
        5½-in flatboard baseboards with flat edge
      

      	
        3½-in flatboard trim around interior windows
      

      	
        All interior doors, solid wood, painted same white as woodwork
      

      	
        3-panel Shaker doors for all doors—except:
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        I have two old doors to use from the original house for the upstairs two bedrooms—do not repaint)
      

      	
        I have one old closet door should be used in mudroom (do not repaint)
      

      	
        I have one old very small door which should be used to recreate the secret passageway in upstairs hallway (do not repaint)
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        All doorknobs needed: white porcelain
      

      	
        All ceilings & walls sheetrock
      

      	
        White ceilings
      

      	
        Slightly off white (grayish tone) walls
      

      	
        All floors wide board pine with square nails (except kitchen, mudroom, bathrooms)
      

      	
        Kitchen, mudroom, and both bathrooms: solid sheet vinyl (pattern looks a little like concrete, a tannish/grayish mottled pattern)
      

      	
        Armstrong CushionStep  B3252 “Ancient Fury Vinyl Sheet- Spitfire Shot” 12’ wide, low gloss (cannot install kitchen cabinets on top of this)
      

      	
        Kitchen bases- medium stain oak (like old 1920s kitchens) with obvious grain pattern
      

      	
        Mostly drawers on bases (no cupboards) except one tall ‘pantry’ cabinet
      

      	
        Either slab style or full inset (I like the simple plain look of these)
      

      	
        Open upper shelving of either same oak wood or white boards, no cupboards up
      

      	
        Kitchen cabinet pulls: antique brass or bronze bin pulls
      

      	
        Backsplash in kitchen: white shiplap boards
      

      	
        Countertop quartz, white or off-white, simple infrequent pattern either lines or flecks
      

      	
        Squared-off front edges of countertop, slightly rounded corners
      

      	
        Island between kitchen and dining room, use same oak kitchen cabinet bases with simple, attractive back (viewed from dining room), drawers on kitchen side, same countertop as kitchen
      

      	
        Sink, white single large basin (double wide with no separation), drop down type
      

      	
        White appliances in kitchen: refrigerator (bottom pull-out freezer), dishwasher, induction stove top, microwave.  As simply designed appearance as possible but energy efficient. Consumer Reports Best Buy appliances.
      

      	
        White washer/dryer in mudroom, energy efficient, Consumer Reports Best Buy appliances.
      

      	
        White wooden shelving in mudroom, hooks, bench? cupboards? small closet?
      

      	
        Vermont Castings Encore black enamel wood stove in living room
      

      	
        Slate (or plain granite) stone base in one piece if possible
      

      	
        Possibly naturally found rounded stones creating interesting wall behind stove?
      

      	
        Bathrooms
      

      	
        Double sinks white, squared shape, drop down type
      

      	
        Quartz countertops same as kitchen
      

      	
        Bases: oak, same as kitchen
      

      	
        One small closet in each bathroom
      

      	
        White tub with shower in both bathrooms
      

      	
        Large-tiled walls inside shower enclosures, similar to countertop color
      

      	
        Mitsubishi mini splits for AC upstairs and downstairs
      

      	
        Electric hot water heater (But maybe makes more sense to have forced air AC/heat furnace/hot water source? Need advice on this)
      

      	
        Ceiling fans in living room, and in each bedroom
      

      	
        Ceiling light (simple chandelier type) over dining room table
      

      	
        Lights drop-down over kitchen island
      

      	
        Light over kitchen sink
      

      	
        Entryway mudroom light in ceiling
      

      	
        Lighting and outlets in screened-in porch
      

      	
        Lighting above each bathroom sink
      

      	
        Lighting outside at each entry door and along the side of house with deck
      

      	
        Lighting outside garage with switch in mudroom
      

      	
        Ring doorbell cameras at each entry
      

      

      

      

      My philosophy on interior design

      June 30

      OK, so I am just a regular person who shouldn't HAVE a philosophy on interior design (and those who know me could have a good laugh with our mix of furniture, etc.) but here it is anyway.

      Simple is best.

      Straight lines are more appealing to me than curvy.

      Light in a room is critical. Views from one room to another are important.

      I love cozy but I require open. I love interesting details but don't like a busy, overpacked room.

      I appreciate the Craftsman style. The Cooley house was not and should not be Craftsman style, but can contain some elements of it. Surprisingly, I was just reading (after deciding the above) that Farmhouse style often incorporates Craftsman design.

      For example, I love oak and the grain of oak, and we already have a Stickley armchair and ottoman (leather seat and back, oak arms, etc.) and Stickley coffee table (two small tables pushed together) and a bedroom bureau.  Maybe we will splurge on an oak/Stickley loveseat for the living room. 

      My idea for oak kitchen bases would fit with this.

      Older kitchens often do not have upper cupboards, that is why I am going with mostly bases and then upper shelves instead of cupboards.

      Since the stairs will be exposed to the living room, I would love to do those in a similar oak (even though otherwise I am having white woodwork throughout), maybe white risers on the stairs to help integrate it?

      The newel post at the base of the stairs in the original house was a simple square post with the top angled up on all four sides to a smaller square top (see photo). I’d like to recreate that except out of oak. 

      I’d love to have the handrail be somehow special (ideas?) and the baluster posts as you move up the stairs be more interesting than the usual without going overboard…so a Craftsman sort of look…maybe two narrow square posts per step? Or a flatter oak board with a small simple cut out like an oval leaf and stem (one per step)?

      Could the mudroom have an oak bench to repeat the use of oak?  Maybe an oak board that has hooks?

      It is kind of strange that I like white woodwork and doors/windows, yet I want some oak included in the house. 
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      Coming soon

      July 27. Completed floor plans and elevations almost ready to share. Stay tuned!

      Sara Tucker recommended Phil Godenschwager for architectural drawings and I have not been disappointed. He has made great suggestions, really discussed the design with me, and done such detailed, exacting work.

      The second house, the saltbox section that held the garage, fireplace room, and two additional bedrooms would make the house too big for us and unaffordable as well. But I'm excited that the very same door that went from the dining room to the saltbox section will now go to a 4 season screened-in porch.

      This has been such a fun process, a back and forth with Phil, looking at old photos, researching materials for the new house, meeting with potential builders. Now moving on to getting estimates. Cross your fingers for us that we can afford it.

      

      Floor plans! Downstairs & up

      July 30
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      I am excited to preserve the basic original floor plan of the Ridge Road house with a few changes. Guests, instead of just entering the dining room door on the south side, will see a covered deck along the entire side (the really old renditions of this house had a porch there). The porch/deck roof will be fairly flat to still let light in during the cooler months when the sun's arc is lower. The dining room entry door instead of being on the far-right-hand corner on that side will be centered off the porch with French doors.

      From the dining room instead of having a half wall into the kitchen, it will have an island separating it from the kitchen, so hopefully a similar feel. I will maintain the dark lower kitchen cabinet bases (mostly drawers), using oak which the older 1920s kitchens often had. I am hoping this will be reminiscent to the 1960s kitchen Harry created but with oak instead of the plywood cabinets. Above the base cabinets will be a few shelves instead of cupboards to try and preserve an older house look. One tall (but not deep) oak cupboard will hopefully make up for a lack of upper cupboards- sort of a pantry cupboard. This tall floor-to-almost-ceiling cupboard will be near the island against the adjoining living room wall (about where the refrigerator used to be for those 'in the know.')

      The living room, which was always fairly open to the dining room, will now be completely open with only the small wall behind the wood stove separating it from the kitchen.

      The stairwell (oak to match kitchen cabinet bases) will be open and seen from the living room (which used to have a wall separating it from the stairwell hallway). Stairs can be beautiful and this will also make the living room larger and let in more light from the side lights surrounding the front door. I want to keep the shape of the original banister in the house, a squared off post with sloping sides at the top. Remember it? (I will post a photo below.). I want to also reuse the charming glass 'bubble ceiling light fixture' from the original house at the base of the stairs.
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      The downstairs bedroom (our master bedroom) will be in the same place as it was in the original house, on the north/west side, with a similar bathroom off it which can also be used by visitors via the kitchen (same as it always was). It will be a little more spacious than the original bathroom, with double sinks and a wide walk-in shower, oh and a window.

      One of the best changes will be using the original space in the house that I called 'the room to nowhere' which held a work bench (in the north/east corner of the house). You could not get into the house from that room in the past. It will still have a door on the back of the house so you can enter it from there, but will be a mudroom/laundry which connects now to the kitchen. Ha! what an idea!

      Another nod to the past will be a doorway that went from the dining room to the saltbox house (which had the fireplace room, garage, and upstairs two bedrooms). Instead of the saltbox house which we don't need and can't afford, we will have a screened-in porch there. It will have windows on 3+ sides- one side facing south, one west, one side east, one side north, and be a 4-season room with its own entry off the southern deck as well. This will give us extra living space, a little more shade than the south/west deck provides, and screens to exclude the mosquitos. We can sit out there at night with comfy armchairs and lamps or have our morning coffee there.

      The back door to the kitchen from the driveway will still be there but with a small covered deck entryway. You can pull up along the back and enter either the mudroom or the kitchen/dining room off the back of the house.

      The upstairs will still have the spacious hallway with two bedrooms on either side- to the south and to the north off the hallway. The bathroom will still be straight ahead but will have a very small (about 12') dormer to create head space there. Instead of just a toilet and small sink, it will have a tub/shower, double sink, and of course toilet, and again, an improvement- windows.

      The beloved 3rd bedroom will not be walled off but will create a space for extra guests to sleep or Danny's work desk while he gazes at the fields and mountain view from the upstairs two windows of the house. I am calling it the sitting nook (thank you Sara Tucker for the inspiration). I wanted to maintain that wonderful upside-down V shaped big dormer off the front of the house and these windows are great for light in the hallway upstairs and a beautiful space to sit. Definitely a room with a view.

      I will reuse the original upstairs bedroom doors for the same purpose, one closet door, and the door to the secret passageway up here for storage space.
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      Elevations of the Ridge Road House
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        Thank you, Phillip Godenschwager, for these drawings.

      

      

      

      August 2. The only changes in the front of the house (above) are: A view of the south side covered deck/porch sticking out on the right and a peek of the screened-in porch set back at the far end of the deck/porch.

      Also, the chimney is no longer centered. A hard decision for me, but it made more sense to get comfortable with the chimney being off-center since the wood stove will be in the living room, (rather than centered in the house's kitchen or front hallway). The kitchen was always an awkward location for the wood stove and if it was in the hallway, the heat would tend to just flow up the stairs.

      I am very happy with this rendition. It will have wooden clapboards, painted white, and a gray metal roof.
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      The south side of the house will be the most visible as you come up the driveway. The changes are:

      The side deck/porch running all along the south side (30 feet long and 10 feet deep) with a shallow/flatish room to make it more out of the weather and sun. I wanted to keep it simple, no flourishes, not too many posts, not hiding the south side of the familiar house.

      The door to enter the dining room here is now centered (and doubled, glass French doors) between the dining room and living room, with a straight shot across into the kitchen.

      The screened-in porch towards the back of the house is on the far right in this elevation, actually lined up with the big deck/porch. A door to enter the screened-in porch is not visible here but is located off the deck/porch on the far right. You can also enter the porch from inside the house via the dining room. I love that this inside door position is in the exact location that the former door used to be- connecting the Cape Cod house dining room to the Saltbox house fireplace room.

      The screened-in porch takes the place of the large Saltbox style “second house” that contained the fireplace room, the garage, and the upstairs two bedrooms.
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      The back of the house that showed the side of the Saltbox house to the left (previously jutting out to the left and overlapping the main Cape Cod-style house slightly), now has the screened-in porch, also overlapping the Cape Cod house a bit.

      The entry into the kitchen remains on the back of the house here, along with the same double windows above the sink.

      The 'Room to Nowhere' on the far right, which contained a workshop bench in the past, still has a door (moved slightly to the left with an added window to its right). This door now leads to the mudroom. The mudroom will lead to the kitchen (see floor plans, previous post).

      A big change to the back of the house is the upstairs dormer over the upstairs bathroom. I wanted to limit the size to only accommodate the necessary head space in the bathroom without changing the whole back of the house. (See East Elevation above.)
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      This is a view of the house from the north side. You can see the upstairs bathroom dormer from this view, but I think it balances the front dormer. Remember, it is actually small and tucked in.

      Instead of the back of Saltbox house to the left with its one living room window, you see the screened-in porch and a small landing to enter the kitchen door on the back of the house.

      The two typical-sized windows on this side are in the downstairs bedroom and the smaller, higher windows are in the downstairs bathroom.

      Upstairs of course a guest room matching the guest room on the south upstairs.

      A Good Fit
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      August 13. Today I got to meet with Matthew Greene a builder from Topsham, Vermont. I am very encouraged that he would be an excellent fit with me as someone who is experienced and flexible (willing to do the project in sections, not insisting on going in/doing the whole thing/moving out), and able to suggest easier, better ways of doing things. I learned just from talking with him today.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      He is also willing to make changes as he works...if as the homeowner, you see something you didn't realize or quite understand as he builds...and you want to change it or adjust it, he is understanding and willing to do that. For example, a window could be moved if the view is better from that new position. I don't forsee doing too much of that since, I was able to be in this house in the past. I saw how the rooms were laid out, I saw how the sun entered the windows at certain times of day, etc.

      My sister Sharon met with me at the house site and luckily took photos for me since I neglected to take any. We walked through the barn to see what needs to be done there.

      What I had thought would be my summer project (working on cleaning out the barn) has not happened. Between having all of my equines get sick this summer, requiring extra care and attention, and so much rain creating constant mowing back here in Massachusetts, I didn't manage to work on the barn. Luckily I think Matthew Greene might be willing to help with any repairs or improvements to the barn that are needed. There is a lot to do.
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      Choosing a builder soon

      September 4. I have narrowed it down to two great builders...waiting for their estimates which I will get any day now which will help my final decision. Then the real process of building will begin!

      I would ideally like to do the septic next summer and maybe get the well checked (drill a new one if needed) and another possibility is to start refurbishing the barn right away. Then the following summer start the real build, at least with the garage. I am excited! The Cooley Ridge Road House will reemerge.

      Phil Godenschwager will be doing some interior elevations soon as well...that will give you a sneak peek and help you imagine the inside of the house. What will you see as you enter that dining room door and look towards the kitchen? What will the mud room look like? When you are in the living room and look over at the stairs and this beautiful front door, will it look familiar? That is my hope.

      Estimates Don’t Exist

      September 29. Being a homeowner who has worked with contractors on smaller projects within an existing home, I have always gotten estimates. Kitchen upgrades, new windows, siding, a new roof...the list goes on. You get recommendations from neighbors and friends for names of good builders, then you contact them, one by one, arrange times for them to come check your project, and you get prices. All else being equal, you go with the lowest price.

      The newest ingredient in the land of contractors is...when are they available? I knew this was the case during Covid, but I was hoping this had settled down four years later. I realized when people discovered they were stuck at home during 2020–2022 they started to look closely at their surroundings. They couldn't even get away to go into work. They wanted better. If you can't change the world around you and a plague is controlling your life, then you change something you have control over...your home. Or you even decide to move to the country, get away from all of those contagion-carrying people and get some breathing space. You build new there or you have fun refurbishing that old antique home that was just waiting for you to discover it.

      Even in 2024, when people are traveling again, going to theaters, concerts, and maybe even reversing their move to the country and heading back to the city... you are most likely in for a long, long wait. If you can even find a contractor or get them to answer phone messages, emails, or texts. You mull over the idea of calling them back and leaving another message, but will that make you even less likely to get a call back?! Annoying customers do not make it into the lineup of possible future projects.

      Builders have told me they don't put their names on their trucks; that means more phone calls they don't have time to make. They don't do websites, they have unavailable email addresses. They are busy working. And they are booked for years. Some builders are only picking and choosing smaller projects or specialty projects, things that are appealing to them and in a timeline that doesn't pressure them. Why not? I would do that if I was a builder.

      Another factor in the building industry is even if building material prices are settling down from 2021–22 prices, wages have gone up (which is a good thing). Also, builders have told me that “kids” (i.e. up and coming workers) don't want to get up early to work, so there is a lack of workers. And older contractors, like experienced electricians and plumbers, are aging out and retiring (with not many younger people moving into these careers).

      Getting estimates seemed like the obvious and responsible thing to do, but now I understand differently. I got this advice from a builder who told me (most likely because I wanted an estimate and was letting him know that I was getting multiple estimates from different builders) that we were not a good match. He gave me good information though: Choose a builder you trust, and then work with them to give you a fair price. It turns out, an estimate on an entire house with all of the details and different components that go into that is almost impossible to get. It takes a busy builder way too much time to do that. They are too busy working to give estimates. They'd need to be paid for an estimate but even with that, it is not worth their time to do an estimate when they can't be guaranteed to actually get the project.

      The Ridge Road House is a learning experience for me, and this was one more level of learning. But also scary. How do you trust someone you have never worked with? How do you move forward when you might be falling into the very dark and very deep abyss of a money pit?

      I got some ideas by talking to builders. Builder number 2 told me about a similar house he built (to our house design) that he could also do for me for about $800,000, gulp. Since when did a simple Cape Cod–style house cost more than a quarter of a million dollars to build? 2024.

      You visit his current work site and see that, okay, he works for people who have big—and I mean BIG—bucks. They pay as they go, no problem. He bills them as he spends money and moves forward as he gets paid by the homeowner (who had better have a plentiful, ready cash flow). Huge houses, tall and imposing, with huge floor plans and added items like greenhouses inside the house. A basement with a higher-than-usual ceiling so heavy equipment can pull into it if needed or desired. This was not a MacMansion; it was well-built with a builder who has great experience. Not a tasteless design but lacking the thought or detail of a house that is well-loved before it is built.

      This particular contractor works with many subcontractors who only work alongside him: an electrician, a plumber, a crew of painters, etc.; they are his electrician, his plumber, his painting crew (but autonomous too if they wanted to be). He is so busy he can keep them endlessly in work. He seems more of an organizer than a builder. He was on the phone when I got there.

      The only thing that interrupted the flow on the day I visited was waiting on custom kitchen cabinets to arrive from Bethel Mills. Yes, very nice, but this custom kitchen somehow had no soul. The cabinets are a beautiful deep blue, well-made, gorgeous. The room had a high ceiling, had a lot of white tile, stainless steel, you know, the usual. It felt industrial but not in an interesting industrial way. The cabinets were the only nice part. And why didn't countertop-to-ceiling windows on two sides make this kitchen beautiful? I don't know. A room is the sum of its parts, and these particular parts just didn't add up. It certainly wasn't cozy (and wasn't meant to be), but neither was it breathtaking or light-and-bright cheerful.

      OK, on to builder number 3. I now know the months-long process of waiting to get an estimate from him is one I shouldn't even have asked for. I know he would be fairly reasonable, guessing high priced (hey, everyone has to make a living and should not give away their work), has great experience and has shown me work he has done that looks like excellent quality. So he is still an option. He is fast—goes in, focuses on the one project, sets up his team to only work there (which is definitely a great benefit compared to builders who come and go and you never know for sure how long something will take). It would be about one year from start to move-in-ready. Pretty cool to imagine. A dream delivered.

      Builder number 4 seems like my best bet. He told me his price per square foot ($300) based on my materials list and the floor plan, etc. This is still A LOT and I won't print the math here, but you can play with that if you want. He let me know the obvious: the price he gives me now can't be guaranteed as the price we will get when we actually build. Time will pass, prices will change. But what I like best about him is his flexibility. He is willing to really work with me (whereas I had one builder who seemed perturbed when I said I really don't like vinyl siding). This builder said, if I change my mind on something, he can deal with that. He can let me know what that means in terms of time, money, design, etc. He can do the project in pieces or stages if I want to.

      He will also let me subcontract parts of the project myself. Most builders want to handle the whole process (and I understand if you have control over everything you can more easily coordinate a project and make sure it works, but with that comes the added cost of paying yourself as the coordinating builder who is having to handle the sub-contractor.)

      After meeting with him at the house site and talking with him for almost two hours, seeing a house he built in Randolph, and just having a good gut feeling about him, I think he would be a great fit for our house.

      One benefit is psychological: don't rush, take your time, be thoughtful, feels safer. Another benefit is practical. If you do a project in stages, you only need money in stages.

      Stage one will be work on the barn, making sure it is secure and usable.

      Stage two will the septic system in 2025 (and a huge plus here...I can work with Eric Henderson, who already has contributed so much to this project with the demolition of the old house and driveway work. He is a Civil Engineer and can design and build the septic system).

      Stage three will be the well and maybe the garage in 2026.

      Stage four will be the house in 2027, where we can sell our house here in Massachusetts to make up for the bulk financing the house in Vermont.

      Moving date 2028.

      One more builder to go.... I haven't talked with him or met him yet, so he is an unknown. And again, waiting on one builder where I still need some feedback on costs.

      How many builders did I contact that I never heard from? Really only two builders out of seven, so that isn't bad. And I heard through the grapevine they were either aging out of the business or doing smaller projects and were already busy.
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      Autumn in Vermont

      October 11. The date is set for test holes for the septic system: Halloween! October 31!

      We went up today to check on the site, empty the well pump to winterize it, and enjoy the fall foliage on the drive up.

      

      Starting work on the barn

      October 27. I want to make sure Charles Cooley's barn that he built in the 1980s is taken care of. I plan on using it for my equines when I move there in 2028. It is smart to take baby steps when moving forward on a big project, so starting with the barn makes sense. Smaller amounts of money, preserving the value of what is there. This is a perfect smaller project for the here and now.

      Thanks to a friend of a friend who lives in Randolph, Vermont, herself, I got a recommendation for a Vermont builder, Matthew Greene, who will start work on the barn in March/April, depending on the weather.

      Here are his plans:
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      I love this barn. Mostly because my father-in-law built it himself. He thought about what would work on this site. He lived there. He knew the site. He grew up and farmed just down the road. What better designer could one ask for!?

      I love that the horses are below with direct run-out to a paddock area. I love that the hay loft is above, yet accessible as if on the ground level since it has a road that goes up above and around the barn to the back, straight into the loft! A barn built into a hill. Thank you, Charles.
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        Photo of Charles Cooley by photographer Jack Rowell.
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      Above: Let me add one more item: paint that rusting metal door red or maybe a new door with a window. Below: This will be the view that horses get again some day.
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        Lippitt Morgans Fern Hill Alexandra (my horse Lexa) and her mom Suzanne Royalty (Charles's horse) in that same barn's pasture.
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      Will MAGA Abort My House Project?

      November 21. I want to write this as a place marker in November 2024.  I want to remember how I am feeling and see what comes true and what doesn’t by 2028, our projected move-in date to the Ridge Road house. 

      I am essentially an optimist.  I don’t know how much of this was programmed at birth and how much was instilled in me via my life experiences, but an optimist I am.  I remember just last month agreeing with James Carville⁠* (an ornery man who can be foul-mouthed yet speaks the truth, starting as a comedian and becoming someone who could speak out to the media about political truths). 

      I saw Kamala’s consistently huge crowds, enthusiastic Americans cheering her on.  She was tireless, moving state to state to talk with everyday Americans.  I saw Trump barely trying to campaign.  I heard her plans for helping people, I read about Trump’s agenda to cut government programs using Elon Musk’s ideas for an efficiency plan.  People had to see the writing on the wall and vote for her, right?!  Why wouldn’t they?!

      Then November 5 arrived.  My six-year-old granddaughter had asked me, “Grammy, when we wake up in the morning will we know who the president is?”  I told her that it might take a few days of counting since the polls showed that the election would be very close.  Nope.  We knew right away on November 5, probably before she even went to bed.  What had happened?  Many folks had warned the polls have been wrong before, don’t listen to polls (and believe me I wanted to believe that the polls would be wrong and Harris would win in a landslide). 

      Trump and his people are calling it a mandate.  Nope again.  After many days of counting, it turns out less than 50 percent of Americans voted for him, but he is still what we are stuck with. 

      And as the days progress (it’s been about two weeks), it is clear that he will move ahead with his choosing of MAGA supporters into cabinet positions—inexperienced, wealthy, and with one thing on their minds: to make American great again for themselves. Other Trump voters just want a simple, conservative dream: get government out of our lives. 

      Even though economic experts in this country had said the economy as of November 5, 2024, was doing exceedingly well, the voters who chose Trump said they did so because the economy is bad.  Yes, groceries are expensive and yes, many Americans who are first-time homebuyers are finding it near impossible to buy a house.  But Harris wanted to help with both of those items: stop price gouging and find ways to help first-time homebuyers.  Now we’ll never know if her ideas would have helped.

      If Elon Musk’s plans to slash the government are enacted, he has said Americans should “brace themselves for hardship.”  He seems to think that the good stuff will eventually happen but not at first.  Economists have warned that if Trump’s “most beautiful word” tariffs are put into place, consumers will pay higher prices, it will cause inflation, lead to higher unemployment and lower wages.

      I am selfish, like those wealthy Republicans out there, and don’t want our family’s nest egg to be destroyed.  I differ from them on how our economy should be handled.  I don’t want more tax breaks for the rich that only benefit the rich.  I don’t want cuts to programs that help my fellow Americans.  I don’t want the economy to backslide and cause the chunk of money we have now to be erased from the books. 

      Am I being alarmist?  Time will be the truth-teller.  As much as I am an optimist, I am also an alarmist.  I remember when Covid first hit and ambulances were lining up on streets of NYC, bodies were piling up and morgues were running out of space.  I was an alarmist then, thinking it might cause civil unrest.  It started with toilet paper hoarding, but how bad could it get?  The normal U.S. delivery system was a mess.  I even thought about ways of securing our house, would we need to put in a wooden 2x4 across our French doors to make them impossible to force open? 

      My questions today are these: Will we get to move forward with our house project in Vermont?  Will our funding be gone?  Will our current house be worthless since there will be no one who can afford to buy it, virtually erasing our equity? 

      By 2028 I think there will be bigger things to worry about than just building a house.  But then again, I am an alarmist. 

      (As I said, this is a place marker for myself.)

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * “Three Reasons I’m Certain Kamala Harris Will Win,” James Carville, New York Times Guest Opinion Essay, October 23, 2024.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            December 2024

          

        

      

    

    
      Using old things in the new house . . .

      Or at least reminders of old things—mid-winter, rainy-day, prebuild imaginations
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        I will definitely put this old light exactly where it was, at the foot of the stairs near the front door.
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      December 11. Question: Should I use the old doors with the old paint still on them (regardless of one being a light green and another gray and not early-original paint) or should I strip the old paint and see what is underneath? Then stain or paint white? I plan on them going to each of the two upstairs bedrooms.

      The smaller door with the latch will be for a closet door.  I could use it upstairs, as it was in the south bedroom, or maybe in the mudroom downstairs. 
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        Here's that original closet door in place in the original house:

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I thought the tiny door could go in its original spot as the door to the secret passageway upstairs.  Behind it when you open it I am thinking of having a painting on the wall showing a magical passageway which won’t be there (since there will be no saltbox second house and therefore no connection between the two houses like there once was).

      Or I could use it for a small closet/storage door upstairs or in the mudroom.
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      Originally, I thought of removing the old wavy glass from these windows to use in a new piece.  But I am concerned about breaking the panes and thought keeping them intact might be the safest?  And obviously they can’t be used as exterior windows and still have an energy-efficient house. 

      One idea is to use them intact, keeping each section of 6 panes in its original wood frame and putting them above interior doors to allow more light from room to room.  It would be an unorthodox look.  Most likely strip the old paint off or leave it? I have two of them with 6 panes each.
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      I do have 2 more sections of windows where 3 panes of glass are broken so I could take the remaining 9 good panes of glass, try to remove them, and use them in a new frame.  Ideas?
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      Finally, this old green leather recliner was not on my “must save” list; it was pretty well invaded with mice, dust, dirt, and I thought, “Green?!”  But of course, absence makes the heart grow fonder, and I have thought about replacing it with a similar one for a remembrance of Grampa Cooley.  Here is the old and a couple of new possibilities.  It is fun to dream. 

      I have three options below:
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            Chapter 15

          

          
            January 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      Death, Chaos, Million-Dollar House

      Yesterday I got a shocking email from my builder’s wife letting me know that her husband had passed away suddenly, unexpectedly, at the end of December.  Just days later, she was dutifully and painfully going through all of his work emails to let clients know.  I wrote back letting her know how sorry I was for her and her family.  What a shock for her, what a loss. 

      He was a wonderful father, I could tell from only meeting him once. I liked him right away.  As we stood looking at the view in Randolph Center, he told me about his family. 

      We talked houses, and I really appreciated the approach he would take.  He was above all else, flexible.  He was patient.  He emphasized understanding the process and realizing that things don’t always come out the way they are imagined.  He talked about being able to shift gears and change things up for the owner as the building evolved.  This was not something I asked about or was even looking for, as I am a newbie to a house-building project. Of course, I was assuming that I am sure what I want, have already thought it all through and my plans are set in stone, so to speak.  But he must have known this is not realistic and brought it up, which was really generous I thought. What builder wants a homeowner who constantly changes their mind or heads off in a different direction, mid-build?

      He was not only a knowledgeable craftsman, he was a designer, problem-solver, and just a nice person to spend time with during the building process.  He was going to work on Charles Cooley’s barn for me starting at the end of March, beginning of April:  add a fully enclosed east side with barn doors, new ramp to hayloft, just get the place truly equine-ready. 

      Another builder can take over for me, but for his family it is a different story entirely. 

      I went to bed last night unsettled.  I had done the math with another builder who told me to count on $450/square foot.  32’ x 40’ Ridge Road house x 2 stories = 2560 square feet  x $450 = um….over a million dollars.  $1,152,000 to be exact and this didn’t even include the screened-in porch, deck, garage.

      My brain went into my usual dream sequences when I feel like life is out of control.  I am a teacher again, but this time I have all new students and even taking attendance turns into a nightmare.  I can’t find an obvious list of students I’ve been assigned and have to try to glean this information from a large classroom full of unruly hooligans, large adult-sized bodies (being in High School), and full of themselves, laughing, talking loudly, listening to loud music, ignoring me as if it is a sign of victory.  I dig through disorganized piles of paperwork on the front desk, I work at getting them quiet so I can speak and ask who they are.  This appears impossible as I get one person listening and talking just pops up in another quadrant of the classroom. Many students are in small groups with their backs turned to me, huddled together, completely enjoying themselves. When I am able to get their attention, they laugh and give me false amusing names.  And this doesn’t even include the part where I need to fill their young minds with important scientific information.  I woke up exhausted.  God, there are so many hard parts involved in teaching.  It is truly a miracle that there are many accomplished, creative, truly great teachers out there.  I am glad to be retired. 

      But then this morning I got an encouraging email from Builder number 2, who said (regardless of the $450/square foot potential costs) that a simple Cape Cod, three-bedroom house in Vermont indeed should not cost a million dollars to build.  Instead $600,000 was a figure mentioned.  OK, we’re good.

      Rest in peace, Matthew, and thank you for our short partnership.  I will hold your family in my most positive thoughts for the difficult times ahead for them, navigating their new world without you. 
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            Part 2

          

          
            Rebuilding

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “When it's new, I'd like people who drive by to see it as the same house as the old one. I'd like people who visit to feel like they came into the same house they remember.”

        Ridge Road House, Sylvia Shepard Cooley, November 10, 2023

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            January 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear contractors, builders, jack-of-all-trades, artisans, fixers, repairpeople: Thank you.  You are the unsung angels of the middle class.  You are there for us when we need you.
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      January 20. This past year I have often thought of Greg The Carpenter (his name, not mine…I believe he does this because people can’t remember, and definitely can’t spell his Greek last name Perchemlides.). He is from down our way in Montague, Massachusetts.  We currently live in Western Mass, which is much more like Vermont than the rest of Massachusetts. 

      We thought we had bought a new house here in 2015, only to realize in 2023 that a 20-year-old house is not new.  It was newer than anything we had ever owned.  We learned that houses built a little too quickly in 2002 on a budget start to wear out right about at 20 years old.  Windows (which were a lovely wood frame) were starting to rot, siding seemed to be letting in the rain, ceilings would start to drip. 

      A family member recommended we NOT call one of those window chains to do the work.  They sound tempting.  They come in and immediately simply pop out your old window, reinsert the new window quickly.  Not much mess, not much in-your-way down time.  And the photos on their websites look so glossy and professional.  Just what you would want.  But…

      Instead, this family member said, find a reliable, good contractor and buy high-quality windows separately for installation by this contractor.  As many people know in the 2020s, contractors are already busy and mostly unavailable (not helped by Covid and people staying home during quarantine times and wanting to upgrade their abode).  Stay strong, recommended this family member.  Even if you have to wait, it is worth it.  The time will go by fast and voila!  You have your windows, done professionally with products that will last. 

      He was right.  We did have to wait from the fall of 2022 until the spring of 2023, but we found Greg the Carpenter, recommended by locals. Use those services!  We have “Leverett Connects” down here, where neighbors write about everything from lost cats to astrology.  In Randolph, Vermont, they have “Front Porch Forum.”  These email lists are the best way to get advice from neighbors.  They can list recommendations, describe the work the person did for them, what they liked, and give you their contact information. Neighbors don’t mislead neighbors. 

      Many contractors these days can’t be found by Googling “Contractors near me.”  They don’t create websites, they don’t advertise, they don’t even paint their names on their trucks for fear of too many annoying phone calls while they are trying to get work done. 
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      Greg was a good communicator.  He explained the work that needed to be done.  It isn’t a simple pop out/pop in of windows.  To make things truly fit, be insulated around the opening, be finished off properly on the inside, it takes a lot of careful, detailed work.  Yes, your house is a mess for a while.  There is dust.  There is sanding and repainting the entire wall where the window was and now is.  There are people in your house with your dog barking.  But Greg became like family, congratulating our dog on a “job well done” being the house protector.

      It was fun watching him work.  He would talk out loud to himself or run everything by his well-trained assistant (and stepson), Ben.  He wasn’t afraid of me overhearing or thinking he was incompetent, because he wasn’t.  He is a highly capable carpenter who is careful and knows mistakes can be made. He thinks and plans first, then acts and builds.  He would say things like “if we did this…then this…but if we did that…then that…”. Looking at his options, choosing the best way forward. 

      We now have almost all new windows and doors in our 2002 house.  We have new siding.  We have a new roof.  Our house feels truly new now.  It is protected and tucked in and taken care of. 
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      During climate-change downpours of 2024 that went on and on, our house was water-tight.  Never just light rain, but instead a deluge leaving ponds around the yard, but no drip dripping in the house.  I thought of Greg The Carpenter.  “Thank you, Greg! I would think, but never say it out loud or write it.  So today I am writing it and letting Greg know.  He saved this house.  He gave us peace of mind.  He gave us a functional house.  And by the way, it is also a beautiful home.
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            Chapter 17

          

          
            February 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      Nobel laureate economists, anxiety, diminishing dollars, building a house

      February 14. Not the happiest of days, though I do still love my husband dearly.  It is Valentine’s Day.  Have I gone through the normal progression of a long-time married person or am I just lazy, not planning well, or taking too much for granted?  I went from making a romantic pencil-drawn Valentine years ago…a beautiful woman in a long dress, sitting on a tree branch dreamily thinking of her love, a drawing on white paper, surrounded by red construction paper cut to form a heart, with a border of white lace paper.  My future husband was very impressed.  I wonder if it is in the bottom of a box somewhere?  Would it be like I remember it, if I could dig it out?  Most likely some yellowing, a couple areas bent or folded, possibly soiled by mice, no longer pristine. 

      I saw a great cartoon yesterday-: a couple, each on their own couch, sprawled, exhausted, on their backs.  The caption says, “The state of our busy lives these days” (or something like that).  The man, without looking up, says, “Happy Valentine’s Day.”  The woman, also not moving, responds, “You too.”

      I did get a bag of heart-shaped chocolates a couple days ago.  And the day is long…I could still rally.

      Anxieties pervade my life right now instead of gentle musings on love.  I am now convinced that our American democracy is ending as we know it…those 1776 declarations and 100- and 200-year anniversaries proudly celebrated as though they were going to go on and on. We are AMERICA after all!   

      But a Nobel Laureate economist, Paul Krugman, said yesterday that his biggest fear is for our democracy.  He said he thinks the last legitimate election may have been November 2024.   

      I will use a borrowed phrase: The beginnings of 2025 have provided “a perfect storm” for the undoing our 1776 experiment.  An elected president who told us he would be a Dictator on Day 1, a Congress with Republican power that follows that Dictator completely (with fear or what must be blind faith), a favorable Supreme Court put in place by said Dictator, a South African white man who is a billionaire and knows how to change code on U.S. government systems to stop payments to promised people.  Like magic they have Made America Great Again.  Poof!  No checks and balances anymore. 

      My only hope is the economy is as blind as half of the American people seem to be.  Or at least “slow.”  So, with that hope, I move forward with the Ridge Road house plans.  Real estate is always a good investment, right?  Over the long-term it tends to retain its value.  So, while we have money, I want to go full steam ahead with our building, rather than wait until 2027 as planned.  Our money might not buy us a house by then. 

      Starting this year in April, our excavator/civil engineer will build our septic system!  How appropriate to start with that system at this time in our history.  I could come up with analogies and inappropriate words, but I won’t.  This is a family site. 

      This young man who is a genius with an excavator has already been at the site and shot the topography for the septic and will draw it up in CAD.

      We’ll move on to the well.  Same excavator. 

      Then he will pull out the old stones from the foundation site and save them for us, to use as we see fit later.  He can prepare the new foundation hole.

      The builder can then do the cement, full-basement foundation this year as well and cap it.  I want to research more about proper insulation and risks of cracking and heaving cement foundations in a Vermont winter. 

      Then in 2026 the builder can go ahead with the house building!  This is a year earlier than planned or needed, but it would put our money into the house rather than the stock market.  Time will tell how well we weather this current storm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            March 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind is blowing outside and a few flakes of snow flutter down but the sun is beginning to have some warmth. The mud is appearing. Maple sugaring is beginning. Birds are producing a cacophony of song as they claim their territory. Spring is on the way. Stay patient, be strong, just a forward ticking of time and soon it will be here.
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      The Boundary Between Winter/Spring

      March 8. Plans for the Ridge Road house are rumbling forward. Like a truck in the distance, I can hear it coming. The excavator/engineer Eric is in contact with the builder, Joe, and they will work together to tie in the septic to the concrete foundation, the electrical conduit from the pole to the house, the well and water pipes will be planned for and integrated. 

      Test holes for the water drainage in the designed septic area will be dug with the proper state officials present. Then comes the septic system itself, ASAP.

      Next will be the well drilling, also this year. The old spring-fed well tight against the east side of the house will be capped, the well house taken down. 

      Stones for the old foundation will be carefully removed from the cellar hole and preserved on site to be used in stone walls and possibly as a part of the foundation. Do you think it would be tacky to integrate them along the foundation? The builder has “the best stone mason in Vermont” work with him, and they can do some stone façade to cover exposed concrete. It should appear to be an old stone foundation. I’m not sure and will ask Phil, our architectural artist, to show me how this would look. Please give me your feedback on this idea.

      I know Phil has suggested a stone natural-looking “patio” out in front of the house, but with the large porch on the south side I am not sure if this is needed. I am also a fan of simplicity. I like an old Vermont farmhouse that sits on the hill, with just some green lawn surrounding it and maybe a hydrangea or two on the corners. Though I can visualize a cool circular pattern of stone with grass growing between the stones. Again, give your feedback. 

      My plans for the stone include more stone walls where they have always been, on the old “road” that heads up to the barn. The builder suggested stone entryway pillars at the front of the driveway, to which my husband had immediately said, “Yuck.” I explained it to the builder as “My husband was a Vermont farm boy and anything that smacks of ‘Look at me! I am wealthy!’ is not attractive to him.” The builder laughed when I explained it to him, but he also seemed to understand. He is on board with trying to reconstruct the house to the point that someone driving by will say, “The old Cooley place is back.” 

      I am thrilled with the people involved so far. I met Eric because Peter and Megan (family) knew him and used him for the well house and the RV site. I was very thankful they knew him and I have benefitted from his availability and expertise since. He helped improve the driveway and the removal of debris from the old house before and after demolition. I love that he has seen the old place inside and out. And he is just a wonderful, nice Vermonter from Williamstown, just beyond Brookfield. 

      I met our architect artist through Sara (again, family), who knows everyone in Randolph, and she and her husband Patrick are good friends with Phil. Again, so grateful to have met such an interesting, talented and nice person to work with on our plans for the house. A bonus: Phil knows the builder well, has worked with him, and recommended him to me. These two can work together, communicate on the design, and make sure our vision comes to life. 

      So, I begin spring with excitement. This project has given me hope and purpose, helping to carry me through a very tough time in American life right now. 
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            May 2025
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      Drumroll, please

      
        
        Or maybe a Revolutionary War snare drum

      

      

      May 2. How appropriate that spring has just arrived, opening buds creating a softness to the hills, and we are beginning our concrete plans for the Ridge Road house. Here’s to new beginnings!

      My first meeting with both Phil Godenschwager (the designer and plan architect) and Joe Bertrand (the builder) was at Phil’s artist studio on Weston Street in Randolph. 

      Before the meeting I had about an hour to go to the Ridge Road site in Randolph Center, up on the hill, and meander, think, assess. I took detailed photos of the barn in order to start a list for my barn builder/repair person Avery (Butch) Howe, Jack of all trades and homebuilder himself (and brother-in-law). I am so lucky he is willing to help with the barn project to ready it for my horses. The barn, well-built by Charles Cooley, has sat empty of equines for at least 20 years. Old hay bales sit in the loft, along with a sleigh and horse cart. 
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      Downstairs in the stall area: old hand tools, some horse leathers, and a few piles of storage items from a brother fill the space. Cleaning will be the number one priority here, and that job falls to me. I want to open it up of all and any debris, make trips to the dump, sweep, see what the floors really look like under hay and other organic matter, and better assess it for the reality of horses (their safety and comfort). No stray sharp objects for them to stab themselves on, no exposed windows where glass can break, nothing for them to get into.

      After that Butch can come in and do his magic. Closing in the upper entry on the east side of the barn and adding large barn doors will be the most important job, along with a new ramp there. New windows where needed, a new side door below, and closing in openings that might let the weather in, are all part of what I’ll need help with from Butch.
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      Meeting with Phil and Joe, we discussed a plan of action. Joe would like to do the garage in its entirety first, which makes sense. It will give us a secure place to store tools and a dry workplace for Joe and his team. As we talked, we realized that an overhang roof off the east side of the garage will serve to protect a whole house generator and propane tanks, hiding all of that away from view. 

      I stopped by the Randolph Town offices and picked up the building permit which will be good to go as of May 16th, exactly the timing Joe is looking for to start the project. Here we go! 
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      The End of May, the Beginning of a House

      May 29. I want to be in Randolph Center to watch all of the work being done. The prep for the basement (which will be a poured concrete foundation) has begun!

      Also some tree work. A couple of maple trees—very diseased already with the trunk half missing—were hit by the heat of the fire and are too close to the house anyway, so they had to come down. One of those sad realities. We are trying to preserve as many trees as we can.

      There are also some ash trees that are along the back where the garage will go. Joe Bertrand, the builder, will save the ash and mill them into boards for the kitchen cabinets. How cool is that?!

      We will definitely be planting the largest maples we can get—two in the front as soon as the house is done. 

      I am excited that work has begun.
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            June 2025

          

        

      

    

    
      Progress

      June 17

      Garage: The footings and foundation wall for the garage are all up. The floor will be poured on Friday.

      House: The house footings are all in, and the forms for the foundation were almost all up when I left today. The foundation walls (basement) will also be poured on Friday. 

      Woodshed: The woodshed is up, and the ash from the property is being split and piled in the woodshed. 

      The ash logs have been made into boards at the sawmill and will be kiln-dried for the kitchen cupboards. They came out beautifully, Joe (the builder) says. 

      Grounds: My sister Sharon went up to the site and with her, full equipment—chaps, helmet, face visor, gloves, full body coverage—and a major weed whacker. She trimmed a huge area around the barn (of chervil and other tall weeds and grass), along the side of the driveway, around the lilacs and spruce tree, and the little road going up to the back of the barn. A huge job and it looks so much better (and easier to get around and into the barn). Thank you, Sharon!

      Barn: Today my sister Sharon met me at the barn and we spent a few hours sorting items: trash, junk, metal, recycling, items to save, and chemicals to be disposed of properly. I feel very encouraged that after I take a few trips to the dump the barn will be almost empty and ready for work to begin there. 
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        Garage from the front, looking straight north.
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        Garage from the side, looking straight west. (The house will be to the left and skewed a bit to the west, the same site the house was always in, across the driveway.)
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        The house from the northeast corner looking west. Charles would be pleased that the house will have a bulkhead (way to enter the basement from the outside) for the first time (the rectangle of concrete jutting out in the photo).
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        Woodshed along the top (eastern side) of the circular driveway. The ash logs have been made into boards at the sawmill and will be kiln-dried for the kitchen cupboards. They came out beautifully Joe (the builder) says.
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        My sister Sharon’s work (above and below).
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        Sorted piles of junk ready to carry away.
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        A stall that was full of junk, now chemicals and a few tires.
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      Dump runs, barn clean out, ready to backfill foundations

      June 25. The concrete foundations are in. Tomorrow the builder will work on details like filing off any metal spikes protruding from the concrete and adding concrete into those areas. Then they will tar the outside of the house foundation just up to the area that will be covered by soil.

      After backfilling both foundations with soil starting Friday, you will only see the top couple of feet of the foundation. The garage will rise up with wood very soon. The house foundation will get its floor and get capped.

      Backfilling the house first involves a layer of gravel surrounding a pipe that will drain any possible water that collects at the base of the foundation. The pipe will exit from under ground down near the road. The large piles of soil that came from digging the cellar holes (minus any large rocks and fireplace bricks) will go back into the space surrounding the outside of the foundation walls.

      Cleanup of any debris on the site will also happen. Stumps, boulders, unused logs, excess soil and rocks, etc. The net result should be foundations ready to build on and a tidy yard.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
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      My focus today was the barn on Ridge Road. After doing the chores at my barn in Massachusetts I made the two-hour drive to Vermont. I worked on the piles of metal and junk that my sister and I had sorted last week. I filled the pickup truck with metal in just 15 minutes and tossed it into the metal dumpster at the landfill for free. The load of junk took more than an hour to fill the truck and also took a while to toss into the compactor. Checks or credit cards only. $30.

      I got two lemonades in Bethel and made the two-hour drive home. Vermont was in the 80s, low 90s, but really didn't feel bad. Maybe the breeze in the Center. Got home just in time to do more horse chores. It was in the 90s here and felt like it. But the ground floor of the barn in Randolph is looking pretty good.
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      The Needs of a House: Septic, Water, a Solid Foundation

      July 3. Yesterday the second test-pit digs for the septic system were successful. I was a happy house builder! The four holes showed a drier site to the north of the house (where the so-called old septic system was located). In the spring it was predictably wet from snow melt and spring rain so the first test pits failed. I am pleased that the septic for the house can be located in its original spot. Granted, it will be the new-style mound system recommended for most sites these days; it gives an absolute guarantee of function. That site is dipped down anyway, so a mound will not be very noticeable. And for the candy-cane shaped green plastic vent pipe I can buy a fake granite horse hitching post to cover it. How appropriate! 

      The Presby system (Enviro-Septic) is named after its inventor David Presby from New Hamphire. He had been working with his father installing septic systems when he came up with a way to use gravity (rather than any pumps), layers of sand, and special mats to further filter water and help reduce runoff from septic systems of the past. Rather than being anaerobic, the mound system can allow air in to help the ‘good’ bacteria that break down waste. Born in Littleton, N.H., as of 10 years ago David lived on Sugar Hill with his wife Sheila, four dogs and two cats, and two horses. 
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      I have no other plans for that spot to the north of the house. The garage is over there, and the neighbors are about 115 feet away (close for Vermont). I know you can’t plant trees or shrubs on top of mound systems. That’s OK, the grass can grow there (along with the chervil). 

      We will use the south lawn as the Cooleys always have. I will use the land near the barn for the horses. All will be in the places it should be. 

      Charles Cooley knew the original septic system would not suffice (he said he ‘built’ it himself and advised us that replacement would be necessary) so no amount of grandfathering would do us much good. In fact, as the test holes were dug, no evidence of a system reared its ugly head or even poked its nose out. No buried Cadillacs. So, we can feel we are doing the site and the environment a favor for our $$.
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        The former spring-fed water supply was located tight against the back of the house.

      

      The well will be located more towards the barn. As long as it is 50 feet from the septic exit pipe on the house, and 100 feet from the septic leach field, it will be acceptable. 

      Harry Cooley had told grandson Paul when he was younger that a magic spring brought water to the house. Unfortunately, it was sidled right up against the back of the house. Too close to the house, too close to the septic. Hopefully our well drilling will tap into that magic spring again and not have to go very deep. Wells are priced by the foot of digging.

      The garage trusses are arriving today. It looks almost ready to accept a structure on the foundation. I’m guessing the concrete floor happens before the structure itself? But it could happen after. I only know it will have one, along with an apron to smooth the entry into the garage and avoid a ledge there. 

      Another beautiful day in Randolph Center, Vermont. Hard-working people I appreciate, digging test holes, unloading and spreading gravel/stone and smoothing and packing that stone into foundations for flooring. 
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      Ready, Set, Go

      July 7

      
        
          	
        I delivered a very large check $ today...it can't be ALL fun and games.
      

      	
        Foundations are basically ready. 
      

      	
        Backfill in. 
      

      	
        Pouring of concrete flooring happens starting Wednesday in both garage and house. 
      

      	
        The well gets drilled on Friday. I met with Keith Johnson, owner of E. Benedini Well Drilling at the site. 
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      The Vermont Garage

      July 9. Mostly I want a space to park our two vehicles out of the snow. We have never had a 2-car garage...this will be a first. But I don't want fancy. I want utilitarian. No finishes on the inside, just rafters. Size is important though. In Massachusetts we have a garage that is a tight fit (and won't even fit our Toyota Tacoma pickup truck in length-wise). In Vermont we will have plenty of space to open vehicle doors, hatchbacks, and still have a little room for some storage. 26' x 26’.
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        Drawings by Phil Godenschwager.

      

      Two garage doors for two vehicles isn't cheap, but for a couple of 70s-something gray-haired old folks, we need the ease of living with a garage in snow-country. We can pull right in from the driveway with the push of a button for an automatic door. Harry Cooley would be impressed. He used to say that everything from the olden days was not automatically good. It was harder.
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        The garage as seen from the road.

      

      From the road you'll see two windows on the side facing west and the matching (to the house) gray metal roof and white wooden clapboards for siding. The trim molding on the garage will also match the house so the garage will look like it belongs there, hopefully (except for those who are still angry that the old house was taken down).

      The previous garage for the old house (below) was fashioned out of the saltbox house section: a dirt floor, a narrow space tight up against the extra living room/fireplace room. It was mostly used for storage and an entryway into the house (after using all of your strength to open the garage door, prop it up, then through a house door that wouldn't quite close). I never saw a car parked in there.
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        The previous garage for the old house.

      

      Now we will have a 4-season room (porch) where that was. See in the drawing below- the house from the back. The section with 4 windows in a row (jutting out a bit from the house) is the 4-season room. One thing I love about it is- the door that used to go from the dining room into the fireplace room/extra living room will still be there and go out onto this 4-season room.
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        A four-season room (porch) will replace the original garage.

      

      We don't need an entire extra house, it will be sufficient to have just the Cape and not the Saltbox (though I would have loved to build it exactly as it was with the two houses: Cape plus Saltbox joined together for nostalgic and aesthetic reasons, but it would be an added expense we can't afford.)
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      Cellars vs. Basements

      July 24
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        Concrete trucks arrive, contractors depend on them. Photos (2): Phil Godenschwager.
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        The floor in process, who knew cement could be beautiful?!

      

      We have a basement floor! 

      It is amazing to think of the old stone foundation and dirt floor and the contrast. I wish I had taken more photos of the old cellar but it was dark and moldy and wet (the pictures still remain pretty clear in my mind). The half-timbered joists were not that big, still covered in bark and were punky with dry rot. The dirt floor was uneven with puddles in places. The walls had places where stones had tumbled down letting in daylight from gaps near the base of the house. 
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        The old cellar. (Photo: S. Cooley)
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        The original foundation. Photos (2): S. Cooley
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      We went down there with a contractor back in 2018 who was able to slide a knife into the beams since they were so soft. He said it was not safe to support the floors. In fact, there were some beams that had fallen under the fireplace room of the Saltbox house. The firefighters (I worked with on the controlled burn) didn’t want to walk there or conduct any of their work from that area because of risk of floor collapse. 

      I went down there with the town assessor in 2024 who ended up categorizing the house at the lowest level of condition, needing significant repair. I wish we were rich enough to do a proper historical repair and restoration, but I knew at the very least the house would need jacking up to repair that stone foundation and all of the joists replaced. Step by step, teasing apart the old place to see what could be saved and restored but replace the parts where the structural integrity was lost was beyond our budget.

      Maybe an out-of-state wealthy person would spot this gem and be able to afford it. But I wanted it to stay in the family. I have an appreciation for this house design, a reverence for the memories of the family, and a desire to bring as much of the original back to life as possible. 

      Of course, it is sad to lose that part of history. Think of the real people in the late 1700s who lifted and lowered those stones into place- sweating, feeling the pull of muscles in their backs and arms, and scrapes on their knuckles. But I am bolstered by the fact that Harry Cooley was always one to appreciate progress. He would surprise me with his clear-headed thinking about ‘the good ole days’. They were hard. He said he would choose not to go back.
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        “I am bolstered by the fact that Harry Cooley (above) was always one to appreciate progress.”

      

      Work on the new house using the original footprint of the house is still hard and back-breaking, workers sweating through their progress. I feel lucky that there are still contractors out there willing to do this kind of work on a ‘small’ basis…house by house. 

      Joe Bertrand, owner of Central Vermont Building & Design, believes in quality and won’t skimp or cut corners on that. This will be a house that still stands for my granddaughters and other family members to enjoy. He has a small team of experienced builders that include family members. His uncle still does concrete after 54 years. He says it is getting harder and harder to find young workers who are willing to do this kind of backbreaking work.
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        Joe Bertrand (foreground) still gets dirty even as the leader of his own contracting business. Photos (3): Phil Godenschwager
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        Thank you to Phil Godenschwager for these photos. I am so fortunate to have his involvement as the architectural drawer who has provided us with plans to match the original house. He arrived this a.m. to provide the builder with details on the house trim with its unique exterior crown molding, so special to the old house.
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      Details and Architectural Drawing

      August 1. I met with Phil Godenschwager in his studio on Wednesday, July 30, for design discussion. I can’t stress enough how helpful he has been. I owe this to Sara Tucker, who suggested him. I was lucky he was available. To have someone who has the knowledge of an architect to help me with this project has been priceless. I can bounce ideas off him. He’s both an artist and a builder himself, so he understands how to combine a realistic idea with a beautifully balanced implementation. He can also tell you when something won’t work. And he knows my builder and keeps in touch, so the communication there is great. 

      As we looked over the plans and my materials list, he asked questions to make sure he understood what I wanted and sketched what the elevation of an area would look like. So much fun to see something come to life. 

      I made a few changes based on his feedback. For example, even though I had chosen beautiful lights to put on each side of the front door, it is more important to me to keep the original house design in mind. Studying the photos of the old house, he showed me the simple light above the door. I want that. So, he catches details like that. 
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        Phil pointed out the simple light above the front door.

      

      On the other hand, since there wasn’t a porch on the south side (at least in the Cooley family’s past), then I feel free to get the lights for the porch—one on each side of the French doors (which the original house also did not have). I am taking a few liberties. 

      My main goal is to have the house strike you as the same house from the road if you were to drive by. Also, when you come in, the layout will be very familiar. All the rooms are basically where they were before. 

      Here are the exceptions: 

      
        
          	
        No half wall between the dining room and kitchen. Instead, an island. Phil suggested a couple of stools there on the dining-room side to make hanging out and chatting with whoever is working in the kitchen easier. 
      

      	
        A wider living room. The front hallway is still wide, with the stairs going up. The big front door lets in light from the sidelights along each side of the door. But now you will be able to see the stairs from the living room. The living room wall will not be there. The wide quality of the front hallway will add more width to the living room. The light from the front door will be seen from the living room. 
      

      	
        Varied spindles. Phil liked my idea of keeping the same style Newell post at the base of the stairs, but for spindles I am varying them from the original just a tiny bit. Instead of matching narrow spindles the whole way up, I am going to have one slightly wider spindle, followed by two narrow spindles...repeat. Below is a photo of the basic idea of the spindles. I think it will add just a touch of interest to the stairs compared to the original. 
      

      	
        A four-season room in place of the fireplace room. Another change is the screened-in porch, also known as the four-season room. It is where the saltbox house (fireplace room/garage) used to be. You can get to it via the same door from the dining room or from out back via wide steps and an outside door.
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        The big front door lets in light.
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        Phil liked the idea of keeping the same Newell post . . .
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        . . but varying the spindles will add interest.
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        Here is a photo of a room I found online that I would like to mimic a bit (though our windows will not go to the floor).

      

      Here's another idea I ran by Phil for the “look” of the screened-in porch (above). He agreed a slanted ceiling that matches the roofline above, made of white beadboard, along with wainscoting of white beadboard on the walls up to the window line would help make it feel more like a porch. This room will have a window on every available wall space. It will have a ceiling fan. It will have lights between each window like this.
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        Phil convinced me that the kitchen shelves should be the same dark wood as the cabinet bases.

      

      Even though the kitchen will have the dark-stained bases (hoping for 1920s look) I was planning on a lot of white otherwise. White countertop, white walls, white beadboard backsplash. But Phil convinced me that instead of white shelving in the kitchen, the shelves should be the same dark wood as the cabinet bases. And instead of white ceramic tiles behind the stovetop, I have decided to go with terracotta tiles. The result should be a better look to seem “older” instead of so much white. A warmer look. I like it!

      One thing we are preserving is the trim on the exterior of the house. It is a little fancier style of crown molding than some farmhouses in Vermont. Here you can see the builder is working on preserving that even in the garage! Again, this is communication between Phil the artist/architectural drawer and Joe the builder. How lucky I am.
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      Timeline for building the house

      August 8 / Updated August 24, 2025

      I had a great talk with my builder. I got to ask about a clearer timeline of the whole build, what to expect, and ask him how flexible he is about the timing. 

      Quick Version

      
        
          	
        Well is installed
      

      	
        Barn is cleaned out
      

      	
        Garage done soon (except siding)
      

      	
        House capped soon (with basement joists and sub-flooring)
      

      	
        Next up- Framing house fall 2025
      

      	
        Metal standing seam roof on after framing 2025
      

      	
        Put in windows 2025
      

      	
        Take a pause... Winter 2025-2026
      

      	
        Electricians & plumbers maybe spring 2026
      

      	
        Septic system installed 2026 or 2027
      

      	
        Start work on interior
      

      	
        Putting in piers for screened-in porch on south-east side, framing that, & piers for big porch on south side, framing porch
      

      	
        Finishing interior 2027
      

      	
        Barn/fencing ready for animals 2027
      

      	
        House ready by late 2027
      

      	
        Landscaping 2027
      

      	
        Move in early 2028
      

      

      

      Long Version

      It has been a weight for me to carry, thinking about the timeline financially and trying to balance what I want, what Danny (husband) is expecting, and Joe’s schedule as a builder. I had naively thought we could space out expenses over three years and voila! the house would be ready exactly when we wanted and needed it in the spring of 2028. 

      It has been a learning experience for me, lining up contractors, learning about septic systems, wells, foundations, and schedules. I guess I started as my own General Manager and am now evolving more into client (insert smiley face here) who has a house being built by one builder who handles the whole project. Granted, there will still be many consultations, many decisions, lots of back and forth with the builder, but it will be more in his hands where he coordinates the action. That’s a good thing. It is important to have one person to coordinate how everything comes together. I am lucky to have a builder who is very experienced who can juggle all of that. 

      I had some ups and downs working with two different contractors on the site at the same time…who’s the boss? Who gets the space when two contractors are on site with big trucks and heavy equipment? Whose timeline do you use? How do you make it all come together if neither one is completely clear on what the other one is doing? I take responsibility for that situation, and it was a learning experience for sure. (In my defense, I was only going to do the septic so I hired an excavator operator and septic system builder. My builder—as of May—entered the scene with a different timeline than originally planned on.) Now we will be down to one contractor.

      I am proud of what I have accomplished. I was able to research and organize the dismantling of an old family relic, and not just paying to have it loaded into dumpsters and carted away. I researched controlled burns and fire training and invited many area volunteer fire departments to be involved. I wrote many emails, had meetings, filed all paperwork with the state officials, stamped, addressed and sent out over 50 notices via certified mail to all neighbors within a certain radius of the house. 

      Of course, before the controlled burn day in February of 2024, a lot had to happen with the whole house being cleaned out and anything metal removed (including the metal roof). I went up once a week from the fall of September 2023 through February of 2024. It is 2 hours and 15 minutes from Leverett, Massachusetts to Randolph Center, Vermont. 

      The builder who was scheduled to start working on the barn in the late winter/early spring of 2024 unexpectedly passed away. I got an email from his wife as she searched through his work-related correspondence to determine who to contact. A huge occurrence for his family; in comparison, a small setback for me. Luckily, I had another very qualified builder in mind. 

      My first project (besides the barn work) was to be the septic system. Unfortunately, between the snowfall in the winter of 2023–2024 and the intense spring rains, the test pits failed in the location to the north of the house (where the septic has always been). Water was flowing into the holes as they were dug in April. We put the septic system on hold.

      Instead we got the well drilled. The water is excellent and a true artesian well with a lot of pressure, a lot of clear water. 

      The new builder was ready to start earlier than he expected and started on the foundations. So, this year has been busier with accomplishments than I anticipated. More money, more items to show for it. 

      The garage will be done soon, the gray metal standing seam roof is on (windows and doors will be in soon, siding won’t happen until the house siding is done).

      The house foundation will be capped by late next week (started on it yesterday with sills, and they will move on to installing joists in basement ceiling, sub-flooring on top of that.)

      The next step will be to start framing the house and installing windows. This will start soon and continue this fall, 2025. The gray standing seam metal roof will go on the house using an outside contractor (sometime in Nov/Dec).

      I am most excited about this step of framing the house! The shape of the Ridge Road house will start to appear. What fun to watch and go inside to see the space and look out the windows.

      The framing will not include the additional work of the deck/long covered porch that runs all along the south side of the house and the four-season room (screened-in porch) off the south/east side. These sections of framing won't happen until the interior finish work/exterior siding work occurs...more like 2027. Neither structure is a part of the house foundation, instead they will have concrete piers supporting them. 

      After the framing, the house will be protected from the weather, secure, and we can take a pause in work and money outflow for the winter of 2025–2026. We discussed the need to do this project over time with our builder and have reached a compromise where he will do some parts of our project as needed and what works for his schedule, without us losing him as a builder. In order to do this, Joe will move onto will be a two house builds, so he can move back and forth from our project as needed,

      In the spring of 2026 we can get an electrician in to wire the whole project, then the plumber.

      Work could then start on the interior but could be spaced out through 2026–2027. Ultimately, the siding will go on last, along with landscaping. This will fit our original timeline of moving to the Ridge Road house in early 2028.

      And oh yeah—the septic system! The good news is that with a later test-pit dig, which happened this summer, the test passed for placing it to the north of the house in the original location. Dry and well-drained. It will be very close and handy. It will be a Presby Mound system using a gravity feed, no special pumps. We are using Chase & Chase out of Barre to design the system, and Joe will chose a septic builder and the timing for that. It could happen in 2026 or 2027. Maybe it will be last instead of first in my timeline!

      And the barn work? I am still hoping for my brother-in-law to work on that for me to ready it for the horses’ arrival, but it is a bit funky with its current state and design and he’s not sure about doing the work. If not, I’ll be looking for someone. I have gone up about four times to clean out the barn and make dump runs. One man from Randolph (who will use the English garden system of planting right in old bales of hay) took quite a few bales but I still have some more cleaning, the sleigh and a horse cart to move from the loft.

      The good thing: our investment will be there. If we spend 500,000 on a new house, it will immediately be worth almost twice that. That's a decent return on an investment, along with a beautiful family home which we helped rise back up onto that little knoll in Randolph Center.
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      Juggling Skills Needed to Build a House

      September 10. Making decisions, trying to stay organized, maintaining clear communications, keeping everyone happy…the life of a woman who is having a house built. 

      I feel good about my ability, at age 71 no less, to stay flexible and make decisions based on new information, often having to change course to move forward with the building process. I have been able to (for the most part) stay relaxed and enjoy it. For me, what’s not to enjoy?! It’s a privilege to have enough resources to be able to do this. For a girl who grew up, not poor, but also not living with excess, this is fun…it is like getting to shop or choose beautiful things and watch them come to life. 

      I can remember a woman building a house, years ago, who needed to be freed up to have more time to put into her house project. I worked for her as a store clerk. At the time, straight out of college, it gave me a huge opportunity to become manager of a retail Garden Center to take over for her there. I remember times when this woman (the owner of the Garden Center) would be stressed out to the breaking point, holding back tears, breathing hard, upset. When I asked what was wrong she said she couldn’t handle all of the decisions she was being forced to make about the new house. That day it was what kind of handles she wanted on the kitchen cabinets.

      For me, I already have a document where I have chosen the handles for kitchen cabinets and saved a link and a photo of these for the builder (well before he needs them). 
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        My materials list is 28 pages long.

      

      Granted, she had a full-time job with General Electric at the time, with the Garden Center being a retail establishment she opened on the side as almost a hobby. She worked with her husband and his two brothers on that venture. She didn’t have the internet to search for house items, she was probably lucky if she had brochures.

      I am a retired person with lower demands on my time (animals with the related barn chores and two granddaughters nearby to help with). She was a 40-something woman juggling a lot. Maybe retirement is the best time to build your dream home! 

      I have gone through the house in my mind, from top to bottom, imagining the materials, finishes, fixtures, all the details. My document is 28 pages. 

      Our goal for building the house was to start in 2027. Most builders were fully booked as of 2024. By searching early, I was able to find builders who said yes, they could fit us in during 2027. We would be in their books with a plan. 

      I imagined I would handle the ‘accessory items’ (like the septic system and drilling an artesian well) on my own ahead of time. As the process has evolved, I have learned that some builders like to handle everything themselves. It makes sense to me now. A builder can coordinate everything better with the building process if they are in charge of timing and decisions. Also, many builders already have related contractors in mind for services, people they have worked with before and trust the quality of the work. So instead of helping or simplifying the process I had unintentionally made it more complicated. 

      We have had a couple of ‘go-arounds’ between outside contractors and my builder. I don’t blame them. Again, I took responsibility for complicating the process by hiring these outside contractors. We are now down to just the builder who will fold in the septic system when it works for him, using a septic builder of his choice. We do have a design and plan ready to go.

      The building site has left-over large piles of dirt, huge stones, and a tree root the size of a VW, all of which need to be dealt with since our excavator operator (my hire) decided he was done at our job site. We have a well head sticking up very close to the driveway which will have to be protected from snowplows, etc. It will be OK. The builder will eventually find another excavator operator of his choice, dirt will be moved and used, the well head will have a stone wall in front of it, built by “the best stone mason in Vermont” who works with our builder.

      As of now, the garage has doors, the first floor of the house is framed. The timetable is different from what I imagined, but I am able to go with the flow.

      Our builder guarantees that the house will be turn-key ready by the end of 2027. We may have started building earlier than I planned, but the end product will be the same. It will be landscaped and all the details finished. "The only thing you might have to do is mow the lawn," he says. So even though I enjoy organizing and decision-making, it is nice to have a builder who wants to take over much of that job. 
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        Always smart to build a garage FIRST...then you won't decide later, "Oh maybe we should skip the garage to save money!" This garage is spacious for two cars with automatic doors that will open at the touch of a button from inside your car. But it is also basic—no finishing inside the garage, just studs. OK, maybe it isn't smart to build the garage first, but I'd say it might be a helpful way to GET a garage by building it first.
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        It may be hard to tell from this distance, but this is the first floor of the house framed, with some plywood and protective Tyvek applied.
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      The House’s First Floor Defined
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        First floor framing...when the house is done, the driveway will shrink to the right. There will be a little backyard lawn next to the back of the house.

      

      September 12. I traveled to Vermont today to see the house. It is fun to peek in and see the beginnings of rooms laid out. They look smaller than I remember them (in the original house) and smaller than I have been visualizing them in the floor plan. I am hoping it is one of those illusions or if they are small, they will still “work.”

      The original back of the house (below) had a little lawn next to the driveway. You could enter the kitchen from the back of the house (kitchen door in the far corner).
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        The original house. Unfortunately the ash tree had to go. Too close to the house. The saltbox house section on the far left won't be there but there will be a screened-in porch in the same area (not yet framed). The kitchen door is in the far corner (there will be a kitchen door in the new house as well). The other door you can see in this photo above will now go to the mudroom.
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        The back of the new house: Plywood now covers what will be the kitchen door to the left. There is also a mudroom window on the back to the right of the mudroom door. There will be kitchen windows above the sink as there used to be to the left of the mudroom door.

      

      If you enter the mudroom it will be straight in front of you and long(ish). It also goes to the right in an L shape (a place for the laundry). Beyond that is the bathroom. The bathroom will have two doors—one into the hallway near the mudroom, the other into the bedroom. The kitchen is around the corner to the left.
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        Picture you are standing at the mudroom door in the back (see upper left hand drawing's door) and looking in. That is the location from which I took photos today.
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        Here's what the back of the house will look like when the 2nd story is on, the screened-in porch (to the left/south) is framed in and the associated little landing/porch is added to the kitchen door on the left. The mud room door is the door on the right. The upstairs bathroom windows can be seen here in the small dormer in the center. Drawing by Phil Godenschwager.

      

      

      So exciting to see this laid out.

      When I was a girl, my sisters, neighborhood friends and I used to 'make houses' in the woods. We used logs and branches to mark out where walls were and where the rooms existed. Little openings between logs were doors. They had no real walls, instead they were more like a floor plan.

      We had more fun creating these houses than actually playing in them. We loved describing to each other what all the spaces were. This was my first house-building experience.
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      Thoughts on how a house changes as it is being built

      September 18. It sounds like stating the obvious. Of course a house changes...builders are hammering on new parts on a daily basis. But it is more than that. My brother-in-law who has built houses himself over the years said something yesterday that put it into words perfectly. Something like this- it is so interesting to be able to watch a house evolve over time. Each time you visit it, you experience the house in a different way. One visit it will look HUGE, the next visit it will seem small then the following visit it will have changed to HUGE again.

      A house is more than just a structure, it is the house viewed through the eyes of the person visiting. If that person has dreamed about this house, the person imagines living in this house; it takes on a life of its own. If the person has been in the original 1700-1800s house when it was on this same spot, that person sees the windows already in, the light coming in and landing in a pattern on the furniture inside.

      I am fortunate to be able to visit the house site weekly and see the evolution of the structure.⁠*
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          * Video: “Thoughts on How a House Changes As It Is Being Built,” Ridge Road House (September 18, 2025): https://www.ridgeroadhouse.blog/post/thoughts-on-how-a-house-changes-as-it-is-being-built
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      The House Rises

      October 10. As I drove down the Ridge Road, I told myself, “Don't expect too much. Maybe one new wall or so.” But I was actually hoping that I would see the upstairs coming well along. That I would see the shape of the old house rising up. Closer, closer, closer. Yes! I could see it!
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      Beautiful fall weather in Vermont. Very cool, but sunny. The crew has been able to move forward quickly. The window delivery is next Monday. The metal roof will go on soon.

      I walked around inside the house. Whereas last time it was seeming a bit small, sure enough this time it is larger!
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        Above: This opening will be French doors out onto a porch/deck all along the south side. Nice view. I'll also be able to look straight over to the barn from here. (The dirt pile and rocks in the foreground will finally be gone next week.)
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        Above: This is the layout looking from the dining room area into the living room. In the old house there was a wide opening between the two rooms (sort of like an archway) but more walled in than this will be. The small wall you can see on the right in this photo, will have the wood stove/hearth on the living room (far) side. This side of that wall towards the kitchen (near side) will have a tall pantry cupboard.
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      Above: Here's a slightly different angle on the same view. This would be taken from the kitchen sink looking back at the other rooms. The living room is on the far end of this photo on the other side of that small wall. You can see what will be the wide front door near the base of the stairway. That used to be a wide hallway, but will now be open to the living room.

      In the foreground of this photo, straight ahead and to the right is the kitchen—up to that small wall. In the foreground and to the left is the dining room. Halfway across the kitchen to the left will be an island section made of the same bases as other kitchen cabinets (kind of plunked in the middle of this space in the foreground, running from the foreground towards the background.) It will separate the kitchen from the dining room a bit.
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      Above: Now let's pivot. Imagine you are standing at the stove and looking back around towards the kitchen (see the rectangular framed box on the left that will be the kitchen windows over the sink). From here there will be the island straight ahead, running from left to right, and then beyond that the dining room.
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      Let's head up the stairs. A little harder to visualize up here, but next week we will have a better view of the layout.
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        Here’s where those two windows will go.

      

      This view (above) is looking towards the west, the front of the house. It used to be the tiny “third bedroom” with the best view of the mountains. This will all be open now, a sitting nook with the view available from this whole middle section of the upstairs at the top of the stairs (via the two windows that were always there in that front dormer).
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        Upstairs south bedroom, looking towards the barn.
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        Upstairs bedroom to the north.
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        View from the upstairs bathroom towards the back of the house. There will be a bathroom-sized dormer up here eventually.
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        View of the house from the barn.
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      Next week, the house foundation backfilling will get finished and perfected, the dirt pile and rocks will get moved, along with the beginnings of a stone wall to protect the well head. There was always a stone wall there along the little road that goes up to the barn. So it will be in that area, and flowers will get replanted—lilies of the valley, irises, and others. Love this little place on the hill. See you next week!
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      Demolition & Building

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      October 31. Upon seeing the East Wing of the White House get demolished, I understood how family members felt who had a hard time seeing Grampa Cooley’s house go up in flames and dissolve before their eyes.

      One family member told me how angry he was. Others couldn’t watch or be there on the day of the controlled burn. Others were there and sad. I understood.

      It’s actually not fun to have that much power. The memories, the old beams, even the old flaking wallpaper which had seen better days… it is sad. It is a loss. I’m sorry. 

      It was an important family site, just as the White House East Wing was an important site for the American people. 

      But I’m also proud of myself, my research, my stick-to-itiveness. This has been a long, involved project, yet I have been happy to do it. 

      The reality is, if I hadn’t made the decision to do something, it would have continued to deteriorate until there was nothing left anyway. I sped up the process. I made it a reality. I didn’t consult family every step of the way. I didn’t save absolutely every piece of the house worth saving. I did as much as I could with my abilities.

      But unlike Trump, I wrote to family members to let them know ahead of time. Unlike Trump, I contacted the proper state and town authorities, went by the rules, filled out permits, and researched the safest way to demolish the house, offering it to the local fire department for training. 

      I invited family members in to salvage what they wanted. I am thankful to those who did. Many old windows were saved. All of the pine siding in the upstairs hallway was carefully pulled out, loaded onto the roof of a Jeep, and carried away. These materials may live again in another house. 

      Myself, I saved four doors from the upstairs that will go back in the new house, along with some windows that I want to use as transom windows over interior doors to let light through from above. I lugged them down the stairs and hoisted them into the truck, drove them home, and unloaded them, where they sat in our garage for over a year. Loaded them back into the truck recently to bring back to the house site. I am 71 so I pride myself for doing all this by myself, alone in the house for hours. Driving to Vermont once a week for months.  

      Downstairs the hollow-core doors that were admired as modern and installed by Harry Cooley in the 50s or 60s were deemed (by me) as not worth saving. It is interesting how the value of an object can change over time. What happened to those old doors from the downstairs when the new hollow core doors were installed? Did Harry ask if anyone wanted them?

      I also saved a few odd items:

      Part of the stair railing (that looked hand-carved), added on for Anna Cooley (Harry’s mother) when she stayed with him. 

      An acorn-shaped bubble glass fixture that was at the bottom of the stairs in the front hallway. 

      An old cast iron handle that was added to the pine siding in the upstairs hallway to make it look like a door. 

      An oil lantern.

      Many books.

      A handwritten love letter written by Harry to his recently deceased wife Bernice (that as far as I know, no one else has ever read, it was not meant to be shared). It was stuffed and wrinkled, sticking out of the back crack in a filing cabinet.

      An enlarged photo of Charles’s barn with his beloved Suzy and her foal Haley in front of it. 

      Harry Cooley’s artifacts from his stint as Vermont Secretary of State. 

      There were other things I wanted to save:

      I saw a hand-hewn beam up in the eaves of the Saltbox house. There was evidence of huge upright beams in the corners of the living room. 

      A cool old door to a small alcove closet. I tried hard on that one…bringing tools, old screws and nails that wouldn’t budge, resorting to trying to pry off the whole framing, alas to no avail. 

      Unfortunately, unless I found someone with the expertise, time, tools, and strength to help me take the house apart, patiently, piece by piece, saving old beams wasn’t going to happen.

      This was my project, I am the person with the expertise that will get utilized for this project (and that expertise is very limited).

      And now the new house, reminiscent of the old one, is rising. The builder finished the plywood on the roof, along with the felting. The new standing-seam gray metal roof will go on December 1st. He is taking a much-deserved break to go hunting, something he hasn’t done in 20 years. He’s a Vermonter, after all. 
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      Sleigh Ride in the 1990s (video)
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      November 6. Charles H. Cooley with his horse Lexa (Fern Hill Alexandra) which became my horse later in life. What a great horse. I'm sure it wasn't as if she was used every day. Here she was going out on the road, Ridge Road, with traffic, then down Skyview Road, giving several rides to family members. She was so good. A Lippitt Morgan.

      Here you can see the barn which is still there. I love getting to see the exact fencing Charles was using. Here is his special horse Suzanne Royalty, aka Suzie and her foal Hale. You can see the old house.⁠*

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * https://www.ridgeroadhouse.blog/post/sleigh-ride-in-the-1990s
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      Wintertime Creates a Lull in Housebuilding

      December 27. Just as winter might create a slowdown in some activities, my house project seems to be on hold as well. My builder, being a good Vermonter, took a lot of November off to go hunting. I got to see deer heads in my garage as he was preparing to take them to the taxidermist. His co-workers were in and out of the site, getting small jobs done. The roof, though I announced the impending application of more than once, is yet to go on completely, which is understandable with snow storms, along with extreme wind and cold. The good news? It is all paid for. 

      Today was a good day between big jobs and big bills to sit down and analyze the current status of costs paid and those yet to be incurred. I can remember almost 2 years ago sitting down in a Zoom meeting with our financial advisor and asking him about the realities of building a new house. He would enter a low-end estimate into what looked like a Wheel of Fortune investment app and it would spin and give us results…we were doing GREAT! Then he would ‘up’ the estimate by $100,000 at a time and we were still doing GREAT! (though he never got up to the amount that a 2026 build might realistically stack up to be).

      We have our current house paid for, but when you take out a Home Equity Line of Credit on that house, it feels like you are undoing all of your hard work and the debt appears again. It does make me feel that we are teetering on the edge sometimes. Some of it is just playing with money on paper- that kind of figuring doesn’t leave one in a calm state of mind, no matter who you are. Ultimately, if we sell our “updated 4-bedroom home with 3-stall barn and tack room, along with the fenced in paddocks and 3 acres, a hobby farm only 8 minutes to Umass,” we should be at least GOOD! If not GREAT! It’s all in the wash. But a bit hard in the interim to think that way (with a less than comfortable stretched out time-line). I am pretty good at it; I can look at the big picture and realize we will be OK in the long-run. Danny? Not at all, so he stays away from the numbers as much as possible or he won’t be sleeping at night. 

      A convenient tool for house building analysis right now is AI. I was accustomed to doing my own research and using multiple sites to come up with the final analysis. Now you can type in a long-winded, very detailed scenario and it will spit back (within a few seconds) ranges of costs, breakdowns, and options, specifically for your area of the country. Of course, you have to hope ‘it’ used reliable sources, which is not at all guaranteed. 

      But it is a start and it is fast. I could see if what I have already been charged is on the high or low end. Luckily we have a reputable builder. I could also see a layout of what portion of an entire budget each item in a house requires: the framing vs. the foundation vs. the major systems (electrical, plumbing, heating) vs. the interior finishes. When I hear the estimates, I won’t be flying in the dark with the numbers. I will have an idea of what they should cost. I feel a little more prepared for what is coming next in January 2026. First electrical, then plumbing, then insulation. We do have windows already paid for which could go in (but there will be the labor costs). A new year, new bills, new headway on the house rising. Gotta stay excited for all of the positives. I know I will…it is a fun project that I am privileged to oversee.
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        Does this millstone look familiar? Yes, it's the very same one that is still at the housebuilding site in Vermont. But see that extensive stone wall system in the background? Taken down by someone other than me, gone. Now the circular driveway exits there. Interesting to see the evolution of a property. These two adorable munchkins are both Cooleys, my husband's younger brothers. Photo courtesy of P.A. Cooley collection. Estimated 1968.

      

      Working in the Ice of Winter

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      December 30. There is nothing easy about contractors having to work in the winter. Today the wind is howling and there is a ½” of ice coating every surface. I’m not sure what they will actually get done but just to show up and sand the driveway is admirable.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            January 2026

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Greek Revival Style

      January 7. The old house on Ridge Road had Greek Revival components. The front door with the sidelights and an overhang plus side trim and was classic. A gable on the front of the house is also typical of this style. Grampa Cooley's Vermont house also had the classic Greek Revival returns on the trim of the gable ends (the trim rather than continuing downward from the slope of the roof, turns back in on itself pointing towards the center of the building).

      During the 1820-1860 period, Americans were drawn to this style which was from classical Greek temples. Was it, as some write, a nod to the democracy of the Greeks? Or was it the grandeur of the temple entrance (even when it was a barely used front door)?

      It is interesting to me that Vermont farmers during the 1800s who relied on subsistence farming and needed to survive in a harsh, cold climate would bother with grandeur. But grandeur to some can be just be a delight to the eye for others...sidelights create balance on each side of the door along with the added benefit of letting light into the house. Greek revival also included some simplicity. A boxy style of the house and balanced front windows were a part of that simplicity.

      We are working on maintaining these Greek Revival components in the new house.
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      Meeting with subcontractors, electricians, and heating specialists/plumbers

      January 13. A day of intense feelings—all good ones. My first visit to Vermont in a while, what with winter weather and holidays. My sister who lives in Vermont had driven by recently and told me all of the windows are in and that it looks so good—like the old house is rising back up. I was excited to see it.
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      The windows are beautiful, real wooden grills that divide the glass. They are energy-efficient and are the type you can flip inwards to clean.
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      Seeing the inside of the house with windows brings me back more and more to the original house. I remember standing in those rooms, looking out windows, and it does feel similar.
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        The new view is the same.

      

      If anything, we do have an extra window here and there, which will add to the light in the house. It is gorgeous, and I am feeling very lucky.
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        The living room.

      

      There was a flurry of activity at the house when I got there. The electrician, Tim Schoolcraft, from Harmony Electric in Randolph, was there, along with his assistant, Ken. They were already putting in the junction boxes for plugs and switches (the plastic electrical box that sits in the wall, nailed to a wooden stud). We went over the plans, and he asked me where I would like switches and if they should be three-way switches (turn a light on and off from two different locations). We went through every light location in the house. It’s a whole different experience thinking about the lights in a room from a floor plan vs. living in a house and noticing when a switch isn’t conveniently placed. I had to think about: Where will I enter this room? What light will I need to turn on if it is dark out? Where will I exit the room? Where does the switch need to be to turn it off again? 
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        Tim Schoolcraft from Harmony Electric.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I really liked Tim. He is knowledgeable and patient. He didn’t try to influence me to go in any direction with my decisions. He just asked questions and jotted down the answer on the plans. Sometimes where you put a switch is arbitrary, and sometimes it is important. He could tell me what the usual place was for a particular switch though, which helped. 

      He worked with me and Joe to mark out where the dining room table will go and then figured out where the center would be for the chandelier I have chosen over the table. 
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        Dining area on right, kitchen to the left. The half-wall in the original house will instead be a sizable island.
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      We walked through the whole house together: first floor, upstairs, the basement. I am very particular about the fixtures I want for the house, except for the basement. The basement does not have to match any period style, just be functional. The only place I am allowing recessed pot lights or can lights is in closets and the basement—I forgot to take a photo of the basement!—really the first time I have been down there since I was in the old house. The cellar stairs are in, so I could go down. Huge. I can't wait to put in the ping-pong table I promised my granddaughters and maybe even a model train project up on tables? We have one small separate room that will be either an exercise room or an extra bedroom if we need it. There will also be a separated area/closed-up, lockable room, which will have the boiler, the water heater, etc. It will be out of site but also accessible by the hatchway up and out to the north side of the house. If we needed work done, a repair person could come into that section of the house without any access to the rest of the house if we weren't home. Joe thinks of everything. He has so many great suggestions.

      I will be buying all of my own fixtures, and I have already picked them out. I just have to make sure they are quality fixtures. I will go to a lighting store in Vermont to see what they have and buy locally if they have the same ones I want (and hopefully higher quality). Last night when I got home from Vermont, I sat down and went through every fixture and sent images and specifications on each up to Tim, so he would know what the box size and shape should be. 
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        The chandelier I picked out...I love how it isn't too frilly (no jingling, dangling glass) but still looks a little fancy, yet rustic at the same time.
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        Sconces in bedrooms.
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        Sconces in other rooms.
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        Sconces in screened-in porch.
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        Light over kitchen sink.

      

      I like this sort of thing. It is fun to imagine them all up in the house, adding to the style. I am pretty straightforward in my approach. Simple is best—on the side of vintage or 1920s-looking, if possible, but not too ornate. Consistency from room to room except when the room use demands a different style or when a different fixture adds interest to the room. I’m going with all black fixtures/bases except for the bedrooms, which will get a bronze or browns. 

      While I was there, I also met with the heating specialist/plumber that Joe uses: Barry. Last name unknown. He will give me quotes on a boiler to run the radiant heat in the basement along with radiant heat panels in the rest of the house. We will use mini-splits just for AC.

      Also working were three others besides Joe with the construction crew. Still hammering on a few framing details like closets. So all together there were eight people there including me. All of sudden it hit me…”I am paying for all of these people.” Kind of daunting when you look at it like that. Joe is done there for a few days while the electrician works on the wiring.
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        Upstairs north bedroom. My older granddaughter has already "called" the nook area to the right of the windows for her bed! The other bed in this room is bigger but she wants that cozy nook! This house will also have tons of great hide-and-go-seek areas with little doors into under the eave storage, hidden closets, a tiny door in the hallway that used to go to the secret passageway will be part of a large set of cupboards.

      

      

      Basement or Cellar?

      January 22. A cellar is what I grew up with. My childhood home had an old oak roll-top desk in the cellar where the neighborhood kids could gather for a club. There was also a root cellar—a room with a dirt floor where my Mom stored canned goods on a shelf and potatoes, things like that. It has a good smell. The earth, coolness, dark. There was one finished room that my Dad had created for his photography business (in his early days) and my oldest sister had painted a variety of cool colors, using tape to form triangles and other geometric shapes with nice clean lines.

      I tend to think of cellars as something from the 1950s and basements from the 1980s. Or maybe there were cellars in Vermont and basements in Massachusetts.
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      Our new basement at the Ridge Road house is quite the contrast from the old house. It's the only time I don't mind a difference from the original house. It is huge, concrete, and has a heated floor. Instead of glimpsing daylight through openings in the stone foundation, you get light through small basement windows. Most importantly, it is a sturdy base for the house and creates lots of extra space. It is one of the ways that I hope to lure my Massachusetts family/kids to come up. I have promised a ping pong table down there. I imagine starting a model train project that can be ongoing and growing- set up on plywood tables on top of sawhorses.

      The walls will be insulated with white rigid foam boards.

      The utility room will be self-contained with locked doors. You can enter it via the bulkhead on the north side of the house.

      There will be a spare room just to the right as you come down to the base of the stairs, that will have sheetrock, a large closet, a window. I call it the exercise room but it can be a space for an overflow of guests.
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      Basements are not beautiful but I am excited about our new one. So far, no water rising up (like in one of our houses requiring a sump pump), nice and dry. So far no cracks like our current one and not yet filled with STUFF. I have time now to whittle down our stored-debris-of-living (stuff in boxes) before we move to Vermont, so hopefully this basement will stay more open. Our laundry room is on the first floor, near our bedroom, not down here. So that is one less thing in the basement.
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      Living in a new house

      February 2

      As I move through my house daily here in Massachusetts, I am also already living in the Vermont house. I have studied the plans so thoroughly that I know where everything will be. I am pleasantly surprised at how many similarities there are between the house we have now and the house we will be living in by 2028. 

      The house design in Vermont was mostly determined by what was there in the past, in the old house. I can’t claim that the design was created simply by copying the house in Massachusetts. But I did use comparisons from the start. I did things like “size of kitchen in MA vs VT” and went on to compare the dining room, living room, etc. I know what I like here (and don’t like) and wanted to make sure the space was not too cramped in Vermont. 

      But surprisingly, the layout of the original house in Vermont and this house where we live now in Massachusetts is similar. The main living areas have a lot of southern exposure. You can sit at the dining room table and look straight out to the south. The same will be true in Vermont (except I will be able to see the barn and horses from here).
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        Dining room in Massachusetts.
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        East window in Massachusetts, island placement, and stove along 'north' wall.

      

      The kitchen window looks east in both places; the stove and the island will be in almost exactly the same spot. 

      The living room here has windows to the south and west. This will be the same in Vermont (see floor plan below).
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      But I can also walk around this house in western Mass and say, “The stairs will be here in Vermont, the front door will be over here, the wood stove will be moved from that south wall to this spot here. Instead of a garage on the other side of the living room, there will be a bedroom. Where the guest room is here, will be the mud room/laundry room in Vermont. The bathroom is in basically the same place but it will be larger and moved more to the outside wall (the front of our house here).” It’s fun. It helps you visualize living there. 
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      The upstairs (here), however, bears no resemblance to the Vermont house. In Vermont there is the beauty of the Cape Cod–style simplicity: two matching bedrooms, one on either side (south/north), with a bathroom in the middle on the east side. The most glorious difference (from our Massachusetts house) will be the two windows in the front where Danny can have his desk and look out over the Green Mountains to the west. 

      This house (in Mass) has no views at all to the west, as it is attic space. This sitting nook in Vermont (as named by Sara Tucker) used to be a tiny “third bedroom” upstairs.

      Now it will be open to the stairwell and hallway to let light in. It will have two built-in bookshelves tucked into the dramatic slopes of the roof lines. There will be a bookshelf banister along the top of the stairwell. There will be some shallow closet space in this hallway (built around the chimney area on the left in this photo above) and the little door preserved from the secret passageway of the old house will go here. I am visualizing the kids playing hide and seek. 

      I am guessing other people who build houses have had this experience. You live in the house before you even move in. 
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        The view from the original house (off the front dormer).

      

      

      Kitchen elevations

      February 3. Phil Godenschwager's sketches from my wish-lists. Try to picture this in color.
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        This is the wall you will see directly ahead (just beyond the island) as you enter the dining room from the south porch. This is similar to the old kitchen except the stove/oven was not on this wall. To the left of this wall will be the hallway/bathroom entry. The kitchen sink is to the right...see 2nd elevation drawing below.
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        The stain on the cabinet bases will be dark (hopefully reminiscent of the 1920s kitchens and also the kitchen that was in Grampa Cooley's house when he had it from the 1960s). Light/white countertop as he also had in the old kitchen. Makes for a nice contrast.
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        The backsplash will be a simple white wooden bead board. It will only go up to the bottom of the first shelf.
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        I won't have any upper cabinets. Just wooden shelves in the same stain as the base cabinets. Sort of like this though I am only have two shelves and spaced a little further apart from bottom to top.
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        Here is the kitchen elevation on the east wall. Picture the same dark base cabinets below, white countertop, white bead board back splash. The white sink is in the same place as it always was in the old house. The windows above the sink are also similar. All appliances will be white, not stainless steel.

      

      The island doesn't show in this elevation version, though it will be in a similar place to the half-wall that was in the old house. It will be 3' away from the dishwasher/sink area and stretch straight out to the west (or towards the front of this drawing) 5'6"long (x 3'6" wide).
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        Here's the floor plan again so you can orient yourself.
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      Winter visit to building site in Vermont

      February 12. The insulation is almost completely installed. This house will be very easy to heat and cool. Joe uses Rockwool insulation, which is better than fiberglass at insulating from temperatures as well as noise. The house already has a cozy feel. They don't even have to heat it continuously to keep it warm as they are working.

      Rockwool looks like cloth. It's gray, looks soft, and comes in batts. Over the top of the Rockwool, they put rigid foil board, which adds a vapor barrier and more insulation.

      Even the cellar is insulated. The radiant heat in the floor will heat the concrete.

      The old bathroom in the upstairs of the original house was tiny. If the term "powder room" had been around in the 1950s, it would definitely fit into that category (in terms of size, but maybe not in elegance).

      The new bathroom has its own dormer (not a full dormer for the house, but a dormer the full width of the bathroom itself, with two windows looking out to the woods in the back of the property). It will have a tub/shower, a double sink vanity (and of course a toilet). It sits in the same place as the old bathroom, just a bit wider and deeper, a little more centered in the hallway between the two bedrooms.

      John, Joe's brother who works with him, says his favorite place in the house is the front dormer upstairs. Mine too. He said he goes there first thing every morning to look out at the view. I am so lucky to have builders who are loving the house too.

      P.S. the plumber has started his work and I could see pipes going to the kitchen sink, the upstairs bathroom, the downstairs bathroom.

      We made a change today in the location of the washer/dryer. Joe suggested putting it in the mudroom closet instead of in full view at the end of the mudroom/laundry area. I agree! Why not hide them when not in use. In a way it gives us more room in the mudroom to use it for that purpose. We'll just switch the two areas a bit and instead of a bench in the corner, we'll have a bench that looks out the mudroom window. Nice! Joe has good suggestions.
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        Our downstairs bedroom in the northwest corner of the house with Rockwool insulation.
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        Upstairs bedroom on the south side.
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        Even the cellar is insulated. The radiant heat in the floor will heat the concrete.
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        The cellar walls have rigid panels of insulation.
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        The old bathroom fit into the hallway. No windows, just a sink & toilet (above and below).
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        The new bathroom will have its own dormer and windows that face east.
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        Pipes!

      

      

      Plumbing Supplies and Decisions
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        If you don't have a clear vision of what you want and what you like, I guess it could be overwhelming. I do have a clear idea and look through options pretty efficiently. No, nope, no way, OK, yes.

      

      February 20. I was trying to figure out how a homeowner (who is not just doing a remodel, but instead building a whole house) goes about ordering a bathtub, vanity, toilet, and fixtures, etc. The contractor had said it was up to me to choose and purchase the items I wanted. I thought it made better sense to buy through the plumber and use his connections, sources, and knowledge, but the builder said I’d probably get a better price if I just did it myself. 

      In this day and age of online searches, I have spent time studying online options for plumbing supplies. But a lot of the results seem to be Home Depot or other big-box stores. I knew those choices might not be the highest quality. On the other hand, I didn’t want to go high-end and spend too much. At least by studying the items online I had a pretty good idea of price ranges and the variety of options available. 

      My next step was to go to a showroom so I could see the items in person and be better informed. I was excited to see that F.W. Webb has a showroom in Northampton, Massachusetts, near me, as well as stores in Lebanon, New Hampshire, near our Vermont house. I went in and asked if it was possible to order from them here and have it shipped from a store in New Hampshire. The woman said no. If she “put in all the work of ordering, the New Hampshire store would get all the credit for the order.” OK. I looked around anyway, completely ignored by the salespeople. 
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      Then I drove across the street to Sink & Spout. I figured it would be the same scenario, but I thought at least I could see what they carried.

      To my surprise Sink & Spout is part of The Granite Group, which also has stores in Vermont! One store is in Barre, Vermont, only 20 minutes from my Vermont house site. When I asked the salesperson if ordering through them and shipping through Barre was an option, she cheerfully answered, “Yes!” 

      Besides having worked in a lumber yard/hardware store in the past, she has also designed kitchens. Rose was knowledgeable and helpful. 

      I showed her items from my materials list with photos and links to online sites. She was able to find the same or similar items, and we starting compiling a list for the Ridge Road house. She sent me a quote later that day. 

      I was able to evaluate the prices Sink & Spout offered because of my online research. Even though their usual list price was higher, she offered me a “sale” price that matched anything I had seen online. I figured the benefits of having one source for everything was well worth any individual deal I might find online. I wouldn’t have to remember where I ordered each item, I wouldn’t have to wonder when items were arriving, and I wouldn’t have to contact various suppliers if damage occurred during shipping. 

      So today I went in to doublecheck my order. We went through each item to make sure it was correct. Then I got out my checkbook and wrote another big check. It is a combination of the most fun and the most stress. Shopping. Spending.
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        Photo taken from Mary Kathleen Mehuron's article below. But yes, Harry's as I remember it, complete with the 1970s cars. The orange football Harry's sign on the Barre Montpelier Road.

      

      I am related to my Gram Gray. Ruby Gray used to love to shop. You wouldn’t expect a good farm mom who did the majority of her mothering in rural Vermont from 1925 to 1955 to be into shopping. Or maybe you would. If someone was used to making all of their own clothes and growing their own food, maybe shopping looks pretty good. Everything laid out for you in a store; just wandering around and looking at the merchandise would be exciting. 

      One of her favorite outings was to go up to Barre to Harry’s Discount Department store, which opened around 1960. My grandfather would dutifully drive her up there, and they would shop. 

      An article written by Mary Kathleen Mehuron for The Valley Reporter does a great job of describing Harry’s. “It was far from fancy, just a big warehouse filled with hardware, stereos, clothes; it even had a pharmacy. If you are thinking like Costco, think again. Harry’s makes Costco look like a luxury establishment.” ⁠*

      My point being yes, I guess I love to shop, but I also don’t like spending money. Building this house in Vermont presents both opportunities. Be prepared for this sort of up/down experience if you are building a house. I try to think of the end product and how it will all even out in the end (moneywise, after selling our house in Massachusetts) and try and savor the good stuff. 

      Do I have second thoughts after ordering? Yes. Is there still time to adjust the order and make a few changes? Maybe. Just have to do my best. We'll see what you think when you see items installed.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * https://www.valleyreporter.com/index.php/news/artsent/15909-a-jersey-girl-meets-the-mad-river-valley

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            March 2026

          

        

      

    

    
      Heating system halfway there. Ready for sheetrock
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      March 1. The HVAC installation is progressing.  Barry Gearwar has completed a lot of the preliminary plumbing and is at least halfway through the work to install a boiler and radiators in the main house.  The boiler is tiny (I am guessing about three feet high and two feet wide) and 95 percent efficient. The radiators will be white modern flat steel ones placed mostly under windows.

      We have radiant heat in the concrete basement floor, we just have to connect it to the boiler and add a thermostat. 

      Sheetrocking was supposed to happen soon, but with frost heaves in Vermont, big heavy trucks can’t drive on the Ridge Road for a bit.
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        See you next time, house!

      

      

      

      This will be one of the very last steps. I can't wait!

      March 25. Joe Bertrand, my builder, is smart and waits until the very end to install doors. That way they are not damaged during the building process. So I will have to wait. But for now I get to see the drawings from my architectural drawer, Phil Godenschwager. So beautiful. I am so lucky to have him working on the project. I think this final step will really bring the house to life.
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            April 2026
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        Even when you’re not in a rush

        The thrill of changes

        Can elicit expectations

      

        

      
        Photos

        My obsession

        Document changes

      

        

      
        But what if the changes

        Are only ones I can see?

        Maybe I should consider

        Videos

        With a walk-through explanation
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        The plumber describes his mysterious work

        Flexible tubes snake and tangle

        Supported by brackets

        Ending in spigots
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        Shiny copper pipes

        Used sparingly

        With many levers

        Called shut-off valves

        A wall of complicated controls
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        Water will heat the house

        In a buried patchwork of pipes

        Beneath the concrete

        It will flow to radiators

        Hung on walls
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        Water must find its way

        To the bathrooms

        For showers, soaks, and flushes

        And of course, to the kitchen

        To simply get a drink

        From a shiny chrome fixture

        Perched above a porcelain sink
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        The “old" kitchen in the original house. The windows will still be there. The sink will still be white porcelain and the faucet a chrome one.
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      To be continued . . .
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Materials list
Sylvia & Daniel Cooley
462 Ridge Road, Randolph Center, VT, Cape Cod style house

Siding-
Wood, smooth clapboard painted white

‘Windows- no shutters

Retain crown molding details (from original house) on front dormer of house and
all along edge of house front, sides, and back (we have photos of this closer up),
would like Phil to draw the detail

Roof- metal standing seam, medium gray
Hatchway to basement, metal medium gray
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