
Embrace the traditional elements  
of your farmhouse while introducing 

compatible modern features.

B Y  S T E P H A N I E  A G N E S - C R O C K E T T

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  R O B  K A R O S I S

This 3000-square foot 

Massachusetts house underwent a 

renovation as well as a restoration. 

Jimmy made a seamless transition 

between old and new, furnishing 

the exterior with white clapboard 

lap siding. He added on a new 

living room, using the same type of 

old pine wood that is foundational 

to the original house.
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  APPEALING TO THE LAWS  
OF RESTORATION

Restoring a house is like bringing a case to the Supreme 

Court. It requires knowledge of the precedents, as well as 

meticulous attention to detail. Here are three tips for modernizing 

your farmhouse, while sticking to the spirit of the law. 

1. HIT THE BOOKS

“Study the existing home,” Jimmy says. “Hundreds of little 

decisions come up when you’re working on an old home. Try to 

just be consistent.” For example, if you use reclaimed wood for 

the floorboards downstairs, don’t put in all new wood upstairs. 

“The details are right there,” Jimmy says. “You just have to pay 

attention to them.”

2. OBEY THE PRECEDENTS

Jimmy says that homeowners commonly “allow the architect to have 

modern details that don’t connect to the original details.” Modern 

details aren’t a crime, but make sure that you’re also paying 

attention to the original structure. The renovation should have some 

connection with the traditional architecture of the house.

3. PROPOSING AMENDMENT

When introducing modern features to your farmhouse, 

consistency is key. Look for subtle changes that increase the 

house’s livability, without drastically changing the texture and 

tradition of your farmhouse. 

W
hen it comes to renovating your 

farmhouse, there’s a fine line between 

updating to livable conditions and 

sacrificing historical value. Jimmy 

Crisp of Crisp Architects embraces 

the challenge. “What I like to do is take cues from the house 

itself,” he says. “To me it’s kind of like taking something 

to the Supreme Court. You take whatever law has been 

passed, and all the evidence is there in front of you. My 

rule of thumb is to be respectful to the old house. Like 

respecting the law, I respect the history of an old home.”

WOOD YOU SALVAGE?
For this Massachusetts farmhouse, Jimmy’s “laws” 

concentrated on preserving the historical richness of the 

home, including several “beautiful old fireplaces we restored.” 

In fact, he decided to keep one chimney fully intact. “We 

stripped off the original paint and that was it,” he says. 

ABOVE: The kitchen is an excellent example of 

the balance between modernizing restoration and 

preservation. Jimmy installed old-fashioned Shaker 

style cabinets. The homeowners selected a modern 

soapstone countertop along with an old-fashioned 

farmhouse sink. The pendant light fixtures are not as 

old as the house, but still convey a rustic touch to the 

farmhouse atmosphere.

ABOVE, LEFT: This fireplace surround, like the one in 

the kitchen, is entirely original. The hearthstone and 

siding are from the fireplace, and the only modification 

is a fresh coat of paint. This piece attests to the 

durability of old fireplaces and is a reminder to make 

only necessary restorations.

The goal is to optimize comfort,  
while maintaining historicity. 

Not every element 
in your home has to 

look new. Especially if 
you’ve restored an old 
feature like a fireplace, 
leaving it without paint 
can add to the historic-

ity of your home.
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Jimmy also kept the original pine wood, 

which he estimates to be about 200 

years old. He explains, “A lot of the wood 

in old houses was made of pine trees 

that were 100 years old. They were very 

dense and had a lot of tannins in them. 

Original wood can easily last 200 years.” 

However, wood today tends to be less 

resilient. “Modern-day pine is grown more 

like agriculture,” Jimmy says. Because 

the wood is harvested at an early age, it 

doesn’t build up the same resistance to 

rot and pest. Thus, if you build with new 

wood alongside the old, the new wood 

will rot quickly. 

For this reason, if the old wood is too 

far gone, it’s a good idea to replace it 

with more old wood. That means finding 

wood that is just as old, but in better 

condition. Jimmy frequently shops The 

Hudson Company of Pine Plains, NY, for 

salvaged wood. “Sometimes beams are 

taken from old barns,” Jimmy says. “We 

can cut the wood from that and come up 

with something.”

OPTIMIZING COMFORT
Even though restoration requires 

attention to the historical precedent, 

modernization doesn’t have to break the 

law of the land. Even the most delicate 

restorations need modernization, not only 

to incorporate the latest gadgets, but in 

the interest of quality preservation. Jimmy 

says, “If you have an old house, you end 

up often needing to repair things all the 

time. When we do a significant renovation 

to the home, we end up renovating 

those systems that you don’t see, but 

that you rely upon.” These can include 

plumbing, electrical, heating and cooling. 

Although you’d never find these modern 

comforts in a house 200 years ago, they 

are necessary to modern-day comfort. 

The goal is to optimize comfort while 

maintaining historicity.

SEE SOURCES, PAGE 128.

DON’T PINE OVER ROT
Which wood should you chuck if your farmhouse should chuck wood?

WHO’S GOT THE MUNTIN?

Get all those little details right. For this renovation, Jimmy made sure to use old-fashioned, 

thin wooden muntins for the window slats. While this detail may seem insignificant, it 

helps maintain the historical integrity of the home. Jimmy recommends muntins from          

Marvin Windows.

WHEN CHUCKING WOOD

As useful as it is to preserve old wood, sometimes that’s not a viable option, due to rotting 

or pests. To restore the porch, Jimmy used ipe wood as a practical, modernized touch. Ipe 

wood, which is traditionally used outdoors, is a resilient choice because it is resistant to rot. 

APPLAUSE FOR CLAPBOARD

When it came to the clapboard siding, Jimmy replaced the pine wood with cedar when 

necessary, to maintain the traditional farmhouse appearance. Remember: Salvage when 

possible, but be prepared to introduce new wood that is the same age as the old.

ABOVE: Jimmy selected clapboard lap siding for the home’s 

exterior and chose ipe wood for the porch. The screen door 

segments the porch into two sections, allowing for a cozy 

indoor seating area, as well as an open-air arrangement 

for casual relaxation. The iron chairs and table are a good 

stylistic choice, as they are easy to acquire, and accentuate the 

traditional farmhouse style.

OPPOSITE, TOP: Jimmy restored the windows with thin 

wooden muntins, matching the simple style of the house. 

The old roof beam features prominently in the room, while 

the unfinished dresser matches the older style. The wood 

of the floor appears somewhat newer, and Jimmy explains 

that renovated farmhouses often feature details from 

past restorations, as houses undergo different stages of 

development throughout their lives.

OPPOSITE, BOTTOM: This entryway room, an entirely new 

addition to the Massachusetts home, has taken on several 

modern touches, such as the stone flooring and the new door 

handle. At the same time, the wooden shelf and metal coat 

hangers evince a rustic vibe, making for a comfortable, but 

well-styled, entryway. 
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