
Fox Hall - Part 6, Flooring 
By Jim Melchor and Tom Newbern 

 

In Fox Hall's three first-floor rooms (kitchen, central passage, and hall), 

the floors were covered with yellow-pine tongue and groove boards, two 

and one-half inches wide. This flooring dated from the late nineteenth 

century and appeared to be overlain on and perpendicular to earlier sub-

flooring. The new flooring ran from the front to the back of Fox Hall. 

When the kitchen fireplace was restored, the tile hearth extension was 

cleared (Fig. 1, Kitchen fireplace, cleared hearth). 

 

 
Figure 1 



A similar situation existed in the hall fireplace (Fig. 2, Hall fireplace, 

cleared hearth). 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

These two areas gave the restoration team its first cross-section glimpse 

of the two layers of flooring. In the kitchen exposure, the owner noticed 

a smooth surface on the sub-floor and thought it could actually be 

original flooring. She personally removed a section of the top flooring to 

facilitate a better look at the underlying layer. Indeed, what was initially 



thought to be sub-flooring was actually original flooring or early 

replacement flooring (Fig. 3, Exposed underlying flooring in kitchen). 

 

 
Figure 3 

 

This discovery inspired the owner to remove the new flooring in all 

three rooms, and, with hammer and pry bar in hand, she personally did 

so. Removing the top flooring was a tedious, physically demanding, 

time-consuming, and exhausting undertaking, but she accomplished it 

(Fig. 4, Partial removal of top flooring in kitchen) (Fig. 5, Top flooring 

completely removed in hall) (Fig. 6, Top flooring completely removed 

in kitchen). Others on the restoration team were amazed at her work!  
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  Figure 6 

 

The next question about the now-exposed flooring was - original to the 

house or a later replacement? The flooring in all three rooms is the same. 

The floorboards are quarter-sawn yellow pine, have a smooth unfinished 

surface, vary in width from roughly seven and one-half inches to eight 

and one-quarter inches, and are close to one inch thick. They were cut 

full length for each room and terminate under the bottom plates of the 

walls separating the central passage from the hall and kitchen. The 

boards are lain with a simple butt joint between them, a feature common 

in pre-1775 eastern Virginia houses. Each board has two nails securing it 



to each floor joist. In Fig. 6, numerous nail holes are visible, mainly 

from the removed top flooring. However, the two-nail pattern per joist 

can be clearly seen across five floorboards in the middle of Fig. 6. The 

nails have irregular rectangular heads that appear to be wrought, but they 

could possibly be cut nails. All this evidence points to the floors likely 

being original. For a definitive answer, some of the nails fastening the 

boards to the joists would have to be recovered and examined. Further, a 

floorboard would have to be lifted to determine how it was fitted to the 

joist, and nail patterns in the joists would have to be studied to determine 

if there was evidence of more than one nailing campaign. 

 

The opportunity to examine the nails and nail patterns on the joists 

presented itself in the kitchen. The top portion of the trim around the tile 

hearth extension can be seen in Fig. 7 (Fig. 7, Hearth extension trim 

board). Also, one can see in this photo, across the top of the trim board 

and beneath the top flooring, the ends of several straight-sawn boards 

that are narrower than the adjacent early floorboards. This hinted at 

patching in the early floor in front of the fireplace beyond the hearth 

extension. Such patching was likely necessitated by fire damage to the 

floor. 

 

The full extent of this patching became evident when all of the top 

flooring in the kitchen was removed. The patch was about four feet 

wide, extending roughly three feet into the room beyond the hearth 

extension (See Fig. 6, top left). 



 

 
Figure 7 

 

With the combination of the removed hearth extension and the early 

patch, the restoration team was faced with how to repair this large 

damaged area in the center of the kitchen floor. The restoration manager 

decided first to remove the early floorboards in front of the damaged 

area and then stagger and relay them between the fireplace opening and 

opposite wall. This would leave open spaces to fill but would stagger the 

joints and eliminate any continuous joint lines. A couple of the early 

floorboards were then cut to fill the open spaces (Fig. 8, Staggered 

spacing of early floorboards).  
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With the early floorboards lifted, nails were recovered and examined. 

They were all wrought-iron nails. Furthermore, there were only two nail 

holes per joist (Fig. 9, Wrought-nail holes in joist). Question answered, 

the early flooring is original. 
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An interesting aspect of this original flooring is that the floorboards are 

laid directly on the joists without any fitting or shimming. To 

accomplish this, the joists had to be precisely cut and installed level, and 

the floorboards had to be finished to a precise thickness. What attention 

to detail this was. 

 

Obviously, there were not enough of the original floorboards to 

complete the repair. Once they were re-laid, full-length gaps were left to 

fill with "new" floorboards. Finding quarter-sawn period floorboards of 

sufficient length, width, and thickness to trim to fit in with the existing 

floorboards was nearly impossible. A limited quantity of eighteenth-

century quarter-sawn floorboards, left over from the restoration of 

Linden Farm (See Linden Farm, An Overview on this website), was 



donated by Linden's owner to Fox Hall. None of these was of sufficient 

width, and all were too thick. However, all were long enough. These 

floorboards were sawn to a usable thickness, and their edges were run 

through a jointer. They were then paired up for appearance, grain, and 

width, then biscuit joined and glued together. Finally, they were trimmed 

to width and length to fill the gaps. Quite unlike the precisely made 

original boards, these cobbled together boards had to be undercut over 

some joists and shimmed over others to achieve an even top surface. 

While not perfect or invisible, this restoration of the kitchen floor, using 

available resources, turned out reasonably well (Fig. 10, Restored 

kitchen floor). 

 

Originally, the kitchen and hall fireplace hearths did not extend beyond 

the fireplace openings. In the kitchen with the large patch in the floor 

plus the hearth extension, the flooring had to be restored. Consequently, 

the flooring was extended back to its original position terminating at the 

fireplace opening. 

 

With the exception of the hearth extension, the flooring in the hall was 

nearly intact and did not warrant major restoration as was required in the 

kitchen. As a result, the restoration manager decided to compromise and 

not close the hearth extension. Instead, here, fireplace pavers were 

extended into this area (Fig. 11, Pavers in hall hearth extension). 
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As with the flooring in the hall, the central passage flooring was 

essentially intact requiring only several minor patches. 

 

Finally, the flooring in the three rooms will be left as found, unfinished. 

 


