
Silly Notions: what we believe is true but is not 
 

   Just about everyone carries around in his head assumed truths 
about houses which turn out not to be so. Remember the former 
aversion to high ceilings? It was thought that high ceilings 
wasted heat and therefore lower, “false” ceilings were justified 
improvements to old houses. Today we realize that heat rises 
and most heat loss is through ceilings, not the extra foot or two 
of wall height. (Indeed today it is becoming harder to sell low-
ceiling houses, albeit for aesthetic and psychological reasons.) 
Although that “truth” and others have been put to rest, many 
similar “truths” persist today and new ones are being invented 
despite clear facts to the contrary. Let’s examine some as a way 
to improve our perception of home (and real estate) reality. 
Some silly notions are just impractical or incorrect, but others 
are matters of taste, or a combination of both, and therefore 
open to debate. On these I have my own personal opinions too 
and will share them, but with justification.  
   

“Wide board floors are beautiful”   
  Older houses often have wide board floors; the older the house 
usually the wider the boards. Equating age with beauty, real 
estate ads trumpet  “wide board floors” as a major plus. Reales-
tators, those who, ironically, make a living convincing friends to 
move away and strangers to move in, have made the most of 
this notion; in part because quantifying an aesthetic is easier 
than qualifying it. No doubt to us wide board floors are usually 
appealing for their warmth and age. However, those who built 
houses before the modern era never intended wood floors to be 
aesthetically appealing; indeed in the best houses floors were 
covered with rugs, in part to hide their irregular knots, stains, 
and cracks. Instead they lavished aesthetic attention on mold-

ings, f i replaces, 
doors, and windows. 
These were the fea-
tures they saw as 
beautiful and as long 
as homeowners un-
derstood and appreci-
ated how such fea-
tures were integrated 
into a coherent whole 
defined as a style, 
homes continued to 
be built to high aes-
thetic standards. To-
day an appreciation of 
architectural style, 
both traditional and 
modern, exists but it 
is not as widespread 
in our culture as it 
was formerly. As a 
result homeowners 
are often more ap-
preciative of simplic-
ity, a sense of antiq-
uity, and may thus 
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overlook aesthetics which past generations worked hard to 
achieve. 
 
“Colonial”   
Closely related to “wide board floors” is the adjective “colonial” 
as applied to any old or new house which are not obviously 
“Victorian,” “ranch” or “modern.” True colonial houses were 
built before the Revolution when we were still living in colo-
nies. That is a period of time, not a style. But the term has 
morphed in recent decades into a catch-all style. In the colonial 
period several styles of houses were in vogue: Dutch (New York 
and New Jersey), English (New England and the South), Ger-
man (Pennsylvania), Swedish (Delaware Valley), Spanish 
(Florida), French (New Orleans, Quebec) - basically adaptations 
of medieval or classical European styles to our climate and ma-
terials. True, there was a Colonial Revival style, a nostalgic re-
turn to our colonial past, dating from after the Centennial. This, 

in various guises, continues today. But in real estate ads 
“colonial” is applied to any new house which is under a pitch 
roof (symmetric two sided) with small-light grilled windows  
and which lacks defining Victorian features. Even older houses, 
such as Federal and Greek Revival, are sometimes called colo-
nial, trumpeting a lack of rudimentary architectural knowledge. 
Such statements ignore the real qualities of these period houses. 
Looking back four decades, however, I do see real improve-
ments  in realestator and home owner knowledge in counties 
where period houses were once, and now again, appreciated. 
 

 “Open plan”   
There was a time when houses were built like an agglomeration 
of boxes, each room a discrete and tightly sealed space heated 
by its own fireplace or stove. With the advent of “central heat-
ing” that arrangement changed as a central floor register in the 
hall floor emitted  so much hot air that keeping all doors open 
would heat the whole house. In many homes, today’s heating is 
similar, although it is really “distributive heating” with heating 
elements, usually from a central furnace or boiler, in every 
room. Doors only function for privacy so, outside of bedrooms 
and bathrooms, house are becoming increasingly an open plan. 
Driven by historically cheap oil heat and electric cooling, plus 
the premium placed on party circulation, the prevalent notion 
that open plan is all good is likely to receive a reevaluation as 
heating costs will likely encourage economy and a return to 
closed rooms with time-controlled thermostats.  
 

 

White pine wide board flooring, so ad-
mired today, was thought so little of 
back then that it was covered with wall 
to wall carpeting, even as early as the 
1760s in the better houses. Its knots, 
softness and cracks were not “beautiful” 
and nothing since has improved them. 

. Colonial then and now.  A New York Federal house of ca. 
11810 (right) and its latter day interpretation.  


