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W  hen it became clear that the oldest  
building on campus had reached the  
end of its useful life and had to be removed 

to make room for new construction, Franklin Pierce 
called in a restoration expert to assess the building’s 
historic and economic value.

“It didn’t seem appropriate to tear down the White  
House without some sense of preserving its history,”  
said Dr. John Harris, Executive Director of the Monad-
nock Institute of Nature, Place and Culture at Franklin 
Pierce University.

Like most New England homes of 17th and 18th century 
America, the White House was built using timber 
frame construction. Restoration expert Steve Bedard, 
of Bedard Preservation and Restoration in Gilmanton, 
New Hampshire, found that its timber frame was in 
good condition and that the house still had many orig-
inal doors and windows.  

“It wasn’t worth saving the entire structure,” Harris said, 
“but we decided we could save the frame and perhaps 
use it as an entrance to a future campus building.”

In June, Harris organized a work crew of five includ-
ing himself to salvage the frame of the building. For  
10 days, they wielded crowbars and hammers and  
managed to save not only the frame but the original  
doors and windows, a fireplace mantel and various  
side support timbers and joists that supported walls  
and ceilings. Some of the granite foundation stones  
were also salvaged.

Harris explained that timber frame construction  
involves joining large pieces of wood with woodwork-
ing joints using mortise-and-tenon construction. Nails 
are not used. 

Instead, a tenon—or projection on the piece of timber 
—is inserted into a notch in the wood called a mortise. 
Wooden pegs are then driven through the tenon to 
secure the two pieces.  

Dismantling the White House timber frame involved 
removing all of these wooden pegs. The pegs, as 
well as the timbers, have been securely preserved on 
campus. To aid in the reassembly, each piece of wood 
was numbered so that the frame could be accurately 
reconstructed as it stood in the original building,  
Harris said.

The White House was used for various purposes 
over the years. Most recently, it held supplies for the  
theatre program. It was built by Revolutionary War  
Captain Joshua Walker, according to recent research. 
The house and land changed hands many times. From 
1853 to 1902, it was owned by the Whitney family,  
who were prosperous farmers. The family most likely 
owned most of the land that now comprises the  
University’s Rindge Campus.

While the dismantling and preservation efforts went  
according to plan, the White House project did yield an 
unexpected find. Harris and his crew discovered a child’s 
leather shoe in the southeast corner of the second floor 
between the wall and floor. “Apparently, it was a New 
England custom to conceal a child’s shoe in a house for 
good luck when it was being built,” Harris said.

John Harris, Director of Franklin Pierce’s Monadnock Institute for Nature, Place and Culture, assembled 
a work crew to preserve historic structural components of the White House before it was removed 
to make room for Attilio and Beverly Petrocelli Hall. This child’s shoe from the early 19th century was 
found in one of the walls, reflecting a folk custom of the time.
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