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Old White Meeting House Project 

South Hero, Vermont 

Conditions Assessment  

May 1, 2019 

 

 

At the request of the Town of South Hero, Old White Meeting House Study Committee, an 

architectural and structural assessment of the Old White Meeting House on Rte. 2 in the Village of 

South Hero has been conducted by Engineering Ventures, PC and Arnold & Scangas Architects.  

This study was partially funded by a Northwest Regional Planning Commission grant.  A site visit 

was made by on March 25, 2019 by Bob Neeld, PE, and Sara Dorr, EI of Engineering Ventures and 

Laz Scangas, AIA and Jonathon Collin of Arnold & Scangas.  During this visit, the existing structure 

was documented and the architectural and structural conditions noted.   The following is a report 

of our observations, assessment of the existing structure.   Attached to this report are existing 

conditions floor plans developed during this study. 

   

 

Architectural Description 

 

The Old White Meeting House was constructed in 1816 as the First Protestant Church. The Greek 

Revival Building is a two-story wood framed structure with a wood framed cupola and cut stone 

foundation. The building has wood trim and tongue and groove horizontal siding. It is listed on the 

State Register of Historic Places, as a contributing structure in the South Hero Historic District. The 

three-by-five bay rectangular gable-front building is highlighted by a two-stage, square steeple 

that sits at the edge of the front (south) raking eaves. The first stage is square with a molded 

cornice. The second stage is also square and has corner pilasters. The louvered openings of this 

stage are topped with a peaked lintel molding and the area between the openings and the pilasters 

are paneled. The metal clad bell shaped roofed is capped with a finial and weathervane. The main 

block of the building is roofed with slate. Trim pieces include overhanging eaves, cornice returns, 

crown molded cornice, flat frieze, 5” flat corner boards, back banded window and door trim and a 

water table with beveled top. A concrete masonry block chimney is attached to the rear (north) of 

the building.  
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The building originally had two separate front entrances, now there is one centered six pane door 

entrance on a raised wood framed platform deck with railings. On the eave sides of the building, 

there were 5 windows on the first and second floors. When the building was converted to a school, 

4 second floor windows were removed and 4 larger paired windows were installed. The first 

window from the front at the second floor of the building retains its original sized window. 

 

In the 1950’s the fire department was given the use of the 

first floor. Two overhead doors were added, part of the 

first floor was removed including the exterior sill beams 

and two truck bays were added. 

 

At the rear (north) of the building, a shed roof wood 

framed addition and a wood framed stair that provides 

egress from the second floor was added.   

 

 

 

 

Building Assessment 

Roof: 

The existing slate roof appears to be in fair condition. There are areas where slate shingles are 

missing or broken. There are areas where the spacing of the slate shingles are not proper and need 

to be adjusted and slate shingles added. If not corrected, leaks are possible in these areas. 

 

 

 

Exterior Siding and Trim: 

 

The existing horizontal siding and trim on the building is generally in good condition for a building 

of this age. While the existing horizontal siding appears to be clapboard lap siding, it is horizontal 

siding that is tongue and grooved at the top and bottom of the boards.  
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At some point, the horizontal siding on the front of the building was replaced with clapboard lap 

siding, from the top of the water table to just above the top of the first floor window trim. The 

ends of the replacement clapboard lap siding project beyond the corner board exposing the ends. 

 

 

 

At the rear (north) of the building, the existing horizontal siding is pulling away from the building. 

The original nails have rusted away and are no longer holding the siding in place. 

 

Also at the rear (north) of the building, there is existing siding that is water damaged. This damaged 

siding may allow water to enter the structure of the building and cause water damage. 
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The existing water table at the northeast corner of the building 

has rotted. This happens from the northeast corner to the north 

garage door opening and on the rear (north) of the building 

under the existing stairs.  

 

 

 

 

There are sections of the existing water table that have been 

cut and ill-fitted pieces have been installed.  

 

In a number of areas, gaps have developed between the connection of the existing trim pieces and 

the existing horizontal siding. These gaps allow water to enter into the wall structure. These gaps 

need to be closed with either new trim and siding that matches existing or if appropriate 

sealant/caulk. 
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At the first floor are existing original sized 2 over 2 windows. At the second floor are enlarged 

paired 2 over 2 windows. This was part of the renovation when the second floor was a school. The 

existing windows are in poor condition. The wood members are badly checked. Existing joints and 

their connections between the stiles and rails have opened and in some cases are failing. The 

existing wood sills appear solid. The joints at the underside of the sill and the horizontal siding have 

opened up in some locations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the second floor, a window pane is missing and a 

plywood panel has been installed at the inside face 

of the window. The plywood panel’s location should 

be relocated to the outside face of the window to 

lessen the opportunity for water to enter the 

building. 

 

 

 

 

About two thirds of the first floor has been 

removed and two overhead doors and fire 

truck bays have been installed. A partition 

wall separating 

the two bays has 

been installed. 

Two historic 

chamfered wood 

posts remain. 

These two 
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openings have produced a sag in the second floor windows 

and roof mostly caused by undersized structural framing 

supporting the second floor and roof framing at these 

openings. See structural section of this report. At the north 

bay, the existing pressed tin ceiling and cornice remains. At the south bay, the existing ceiling has 

been concealed with panel board and battens. The hope is that the existing press tin ceiling 

remains above the ceiling at the south bay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The existing front (south) entrance door is a six panel wood door and is poor condition. It does not 

appear to be original. A number of the panels have split. The interior face of the door has been 

reinforced with a number of pre-fabricated truss plates. 
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Interior 

 

First Floor: 

The front section of the first floor is all that remains of finished first floor. This front section has 

become an entry hall for a pair of stairs to access the second floor. The existing floor is a tongue 

and groove painted wood floor that is worn. The walls and ceilings are covered with bead boarded 

and Homasote and batten. There is existing surface mounted electrical conduit and wiring.  

 

Doors that originally led to the remaining first floor have been locked/fixed in place. At the east 

and west sides of the entry hall are wood stairs that lead to the second floor. The west stairs have 

been modified at some point. The east stairs appear to be original.   

 

 

The two existing stairs are wood with solid wood rounded top handrail with a boarded railing 

below. There are an existing wood post newel posts at each turn/corner of the stairs. The existing 

stairs treads and raised are painted wood. The stairs do not meet the life safety code. 
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Above the stairs are two existing windows that appear to be original. The existing window sill is 

part of a wood cap that sits on top of a horizontal wide boarded wall. Above the wood cap is a 

plaster and wood lath wall that is in poor condition. At the ceilings of stairs is a pressed tin ceiling 

and cornice. The tin ceiling appears to be in fair condition and appears to match the tin ceiling at 

the fire truck bay. 

 

At the main room of the second floor, all the original walls and ceiling finishes have been covered. 

The existing blackboards and caulk trays remain. The existing tongue and groove painted wood 

floor is worn. 
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STRUCTURAL ASSESSMENT: 

 

Introduction: 

 

The 40’ by 48’ building had a wood framed first floor over crawlspace and fieldstone foundation, 

a wood framed second floor and a timber truss roof with a bell tower. Later the building was used 

as a schoolhouse and a partition wall was added splitting the second floor lengthwise. The building 

was renovated again in the 20th century for use as a firehouse. This renovation including removing 

the wood framed first floor in the rear two-thirds of the building and cutting through sill beam and 

foundation walls to allow for fire truck garage bays at grade elevation. The second floor of the 

building is currently in use as a part-time retail store (Granny’s Attic). The first floor is no longer in 

use, but still holds the shape of a fire station. Within the last 10 years the bell tower was restored 

with traditional timber structure and the original roof rafters were reinforced with modern framing 

lumber. There is a small shed abutting the rear of the building that is very lightly framed and has 

not weathered well.  See Photos 1- 4.  

 

In addition to assessing the observed conditions of the building, the existing framing capacity has 

been evaluated where documentation was possible for conformance with current building code 

requirements.  The State adopted International Building Code (IBC 2015) provides loading 

capacities for various uses.  For reference, the following are typical mandated capacities: 

 

 Residential   40 Pounds per Square Foot (psf) 

 Retail   100 psf 

 Public Assembly 100 psf 

 Roofs   40 psf ground snow load adjusted for sliding and wind exposure 

 

Observations:  

 

Site/Drainage: 

 

The site is generally flat. We did not observe site grading issues causing water damage to the 

building.  

 

Foundation: 

 

The fieldstone foundation around the perimeter of the original meetinghouse is in poor condition 

as observed from the exterior. The stones are loose and have shifted in some locations. See Photo 

5. It is likely that the foundation does not extend to frost depth. Two 13’ – 4” long cuts were taken 

out of the east foundation & sill beam during the firehouse renovation. The foundation has been 

repaired with concrete at the location of these cuts. See Photo 6. The remaining exterior 

foundation in the two garage bays at the rear of the building appears to have been reinforced with 

a new concrete wall at the interior side of the stone wall. There are 16” high concrete masonry 
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unit (CMU) walls supporting the two interior sill beams separating the two garage bays and front 

room; these appear to be in good condition. See Photo 7.  

 

First Floor Framing: 

 

The front room/Granny’s Attic entry occupies the first third of the building, approximately 14’, 

closest to the street (south). Its floor is assumed to be framed with 7”x9” joists running north-

south at 3’-0” on center bearing on notched 13”X9” sill beams. The joists have a live load capacity 

of about 50-60 psf.  

 

The wood framed floor has been removed in the rear two thirds of the building, leaving the 

notched sill beams in place. Concrete slab on grade was poured for the firehouse renovation is 

now approximately 16” lower than the original wood floor. The slab is cracked and heaved, but 

can remain in place if a new wood first floor is framed above. See Photo 7. 

 

Second Floor Framing: 

 

The second floor is framed with 3” x 9¾” joists running east-west. The joists are supported on 8½” 

x 9¾” perimeter beams and three interior beams that were not measurable at the time of the site 

visit. We assumed these beams to be the same size as the perimeter beams; one runs the length 

of the building at the centerline, the other two are set 7’ – 9” inboard of the exterior walls. These 

beams span between the north and south exterior walls with posts down to the (2) interior sill 

beams on new CMU walls. The maximum span of these beams is about 17 in the rear (north) bay.  

 

The joists appear to have a live load capacity of about 90 psf, and the beams about 20-30 psf.  

 

There is some significant sagging of the floor over the garage door openings due to the roof truss 

load landing over the openings with inadequate beams over the doors. 

 

Roof Framing: 

 

The roof is framed with (4) heavy timber king-post trusses at approximately 9’ – 4” on center. The 

trusses are 12”x8” king posts, 9”x 8” top chords, 7”x9” chords parallel to the top chords offset 5’-

0” horizontally, 3 ½”X4” shims between the top chord and parallel chord, 13”x10” tie as bottom 

chord. The trusses sit on 13”x10” sill beams running along the perimeter. 10” x 8” purlins span 

between the trusses at the midspan of the top chords. The original 3 ½”x4” rafters at 27” on center 

bear on the purlins and sill beams. The original rafters have been recently sistered with 2x8 

dimensional lumber. The 2”x9 ½” attic floor joists span between the truss bottom chords and are 

spaced at 24” on center. There is 4”x4” diagonal horizontal bracing where the truss meets the sill 

beam. See Photos 8-10. 

 

The large timbers appear to be hardwood and are clear and straight-grained with no signs of rot. 

We did notice two locations where there was rodent damage to rafters. See Photo 11. The roof 

boards are 1” or 5/4” thick with a layer of wood shingles under the metal roofing.  
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The code required snow load is 40 psf.  The roof system has a capacity of about 15 psf, governed 

by the truss. The original roof rafters have been reinforced with 2x10’s and are adequate for the 

code required snow load. The purlins also have adequate capacity. 

 

The roof trusses appear to be performing reasonably well although there is a noticeable 

sag/deflection.  The connections were constructed with sound techniques that reduce the 

likelihood of failure often seen in trusses of this era.  The top chords are subject to a fairly large 

load from the purlins; the truss capacity is limited by this member and is less than the required 

current code required snow load.  The positive performance of the trusses is likely due to snow 

loads typically below code requirements due to snow sliding off the roof and wind exposure 

clearing the roof. 

 

Recommendations:  

 

While this report is intended simply as an assessment of existing conditions, we are providing some 

conceptual recommendations to be considered as renovation plans are developed.  These are only 

initial ideas as the project design will need to be further developed as intended uses and level of 

renovation are decided. 

 

The following are our conceptual recommendations to accompany a renovation project: 

 

Foundation:  

 

We recommend that the building be shored up and the fieldstone foundation walls be replaced 

with full depth concrete frost walls. The new foundation walls may have an exterior shelf at grade 

to allow for fieldstone facing. There should be a continuous layer of insulation at the inside of the 

foundation walls.  

 

First Floor Framing: 

 

The existing portion of the first floor is in good condition, but may need reinforcing for public 

assembly occupancy. The rear two bays could have first floor framing reinstated between sill 

beams to match the existing configuration designed for the appropriate occupancy.  An alternative 

would be to fill the lower level and place a concrete slab on grade.  If a crawl space is to remain, it 

should have a vapor barrier and insulation. 

 

Second Floor Framing: 

 

he floor should be shored up to level over the doors and permanent supports installed between 

the perimeter beam & foundation.  The interior beams will need to be reinforced for almost any 

occupancy. 
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Roof Framing: 

 

The roof trusses can be easily modified to increase their capacity.  A diagonal from the purlin 

support location to the bottom of the king post should be added with appropriate connections.   

 

Any openings where mice or bats could enter should be closed up to prevent further damage to 

the roof system. 

 

General Planning: 

 

The next phase of work will be to develop conceptual designs for reuse and/or continued use based 

on community input.  As part of that process, construction cost estimates can be developed and 

decisions made about how to use the facility. 

 

Existing buildings that continue to be in use and do not appear unsafe are generally exempt or 

“grandfathered” by the building code.  Substantial structural alterations or changes of use to a 

building will typically require evaluation under the current Building Code with upgrades required 

prior to the modified occupancy. Based on our conversations, it is understood that the Town is 

considering restoration of the first floor.   Adding a new occupancy to the lower level would likely 

trigger a full code review and building upgrade.  Items to consider during renovation plans include: 

 

• An enclosed stair and elevator may be required for second floor public access and egress. 

• If the first floor is to be framed at the original elevation, access via a ramp will be needed.  

It may be possible to change the elevation of the building- although this may have impacts 

on other facets of the building. 

• Mechanical and electrical systems will likely need replacement or upgrades. 

• Site considerations including waste disposal and parking will need to be addressed. 
 

Please review this report and let us know if you have questions.  When you are ready we are 

available to assist in the next phase of work. 

 



 

 
 

 

208 Flynn Avenue, Suite 2A, Burlington, VT 05401    Tel:  802-863-6225    Fax:  802-863-6306 

85 Mechanic Street, Suite E2-3, Lebanon, NH 03766    Tel:  603-442-9333    Fax:  603-442-9331 

 

 

5

sarad
Rectangle

sarad
Rectangle

sarad
Text Box
Old White Meeting HouseSouth Hero, Vermont

sarad
Text Box
Structural Assessment Photos

sarad
Line



 

sarad
Image

sarad
Image

sarad
Text Box
Photo 1: East Elevation
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Photo 2: West Elevation
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Photo 3: North Elevation
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Photo 4: South Elevation
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Photo 5: Foundation Deterioration
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Photo 6: Foundation and Sill Cut



 

sarad
Image

sarad
Image

sarad
Text Box
Photo 7: CMU Under Sill Beam
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Photo 8: Roof Purlin at Truss
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Photo 9: King Post & Sistered Rafters
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Photo 10: Attic Joists 
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Photo 11: Rodent Damage to Rafter


