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DAVID LUSTIG

 Time and termites are two of historic 
homes’ worst enemies, and David Lustig has 
faced them both. As a building consultant who 
specializes in renovations of old houses, he has 
seen all the layers of complication that can 
shroud the full glory of grand old structures.
 David didn’t set out to renovate antique 
homes; in fact, he resisted his first offer of 
work in the field. Decades ago, David was a 
kindergarten teacher, incidentally remodeling 
the old Victorian home he was living in at the 
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time. A neighbor noticed David’s handiwork 
and asked him for a quote on some jobs that 
needed doing in his own home. Although Da-
vid demurred at first, circumstances conspired 
to bring him into the trade. His teaching con-
tract was tenuous, and a contractor’s license 
was easily obtained. David’s new career was 
knocking.
 Over the years since, David has made a spe-
cialty of restoring historic homes, developing 
a deep knowledge of the instincts and habits 

of 18th, 19th, and early 20th century builders 
and homeowners. Of his expertise, he says, “I 
just learned by doing and reading books.” He’s 
still elbow deep in renovation today as he refits 
his 33-year-old Williamsburg home, though 
he admits that carpentry, plumbing and wiring 
are a bit simpler when the work doesn’t have to 
match a historic precedent.
 Renovations are more than a matter of ham-
mer and nails when homes are from another 
era. Even mansions that were built to repre-
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sent the family seat for centuries begin to show 
their weaknesses after a century. Designated in 
1971 as a National Historic Landmark, the 
Tupper-Barnett House is a fine old circa 1832 
Federal-Style estate whose renovation David 
has been deeply enmeshed in. Its airy, four-
sided porch and covered walkway enwrap the 
stately antebellum home’s exterior. The porch’s 
high ceilings are punctuated with fluted Doric 
columns around its perimeter. Such grandeur 
lavished on the home’s exterior served as a po-
tent suggestion of the luxuries within.
 Yet while the feet of the mighty trod the 
boards on the porch above, a slow-moving 
coup was staged below. Termites gnawed at the 
wood and rot insinuated itself in the crevices. 
By the time David had a look, all the pickets 
and railings had to be replaced. Identical parts 
were custom-milled at a nearby shop, and the 
home’s white paint was matched with micro-
scopic precision. 
 Finally, the home presented its first face to 
the world once again: grand and gracious, im-
posing and proud. It was a wink of time travel 
to stand at the base of the porch steps and see 
light strike the house in the same way it had 
more than 100 years ago. The only catch was 

the cost. “Because it’s a historic home, you 
can’t just put vinyl siding up. Everything has 
to be done exactly as it would have been in the 
past. The porch restoration alone, all around 
the house, was about $300,000,” David says. 
 If a porch alone can cost $300,000 to repair, 
a question begs: why do it? “It has to be for 
love. The person has to be a true lover of old 
houses,” David says in answer. “Financially, 
it makes no sense. The attraction is, you see 
the workmanship on a house that’s 200 years 
old, or even one that’s 100 years old, and you 
think about the beautiful work they’ve done, 
the beautiful treatment that you can’t afford to 
do anymore. And it’s all done by hand, with 
hand tools.”
 Antique structures reveal a technological 
timeline if you know what to look for. Jobs that 
are done today with mechanized assistance and 
laser-guided accuracy were managed with dif-
ferent methods in centuries past. “One of the 
things that I give as an example is the fram-
ing. If you look at the framing on a 200-year-
old house, you’ll find Roman numerals on the 
framing pieces at the end. Roman numeral 
VI, and then there’s another piece that joins 
it, and that has to have a Roman numeral VI, 

too. And that’s because the lumber was milled 
off site. This was a way to put it together. So, 
the people that were putting it together would 
know: VI goes with VI and VIII goes with 
VIII. The joinery is absolutely amazing.”
 Older houses also can show us the ways that 
style trends move in cycles. The present fash-
ion for random-width hardwood floors would 
have been a shameful shortcut best covered 
with a carpet in the past. “I can tell the differ-
ence in social status on a house with a quick 
look, if the flooring is original. Now, today, 
random-width flooring is very popular. But if 
you look at a house that’s built in the 18th cen-
tury, early 19th century, for affluent people, 
every board in the floor is the same width. If 
it’s all the same size, there’s much more waste. 
It’s much more costly,” David says.
 Another side of history is framed within old 
houses, and it’s the story of the hands that built 
them. Carpenters, craftsmen and journeymen 
all leave their mark; sometimes literally. Da-
vid has found cabinetmakers’ dated signatures 
in pencil on the wall behind their handiwork 
from the late 19th century and early 20th cen-
tury pantries. It’s a habit David has adopted, 
himself, as a nod to the old tradition. 
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 Less artistic are the leavings of the day la-
borers, who would swig a glass pint of milk 
with their lunch and then nail the bottle up 
in the wall rather than carry it back out to the 
trash at the end of the day. “Going way back 
in D.C., I would tell the customers that in the 
walls throughout the house we’re going to find 
at least four or five pint milk bottles, because 
apparently the workmen would have milk with 
their lunch and put the bottles in the wall.” 
 Occasionally, whimsical detail lies hidden in 
plain sight. “Sometimes the newel post, which 
is the post that the bannisters attach to, have 
a big knob on top with a finial. Very often, 
you can pull, and that will pop up and show 
a little hidey-hole.” Some researchers theorize 
that these secret voids formed by the mechani-
cal lathe that shaved and shaped the posts of 
the late 19th century stair could be used to 
hide jewelry, deeds or even good luck charms. 
Though if the practice was very well known, 
it’s uncertain how closely the bannister would 
have been able to guard its secrets. 
 Each decade leaves physical evidence of the 
mundane tasks of daily life, too. Bathroom 
medicine cabinets of the early 1920s often were 
fitted with a repository for used razor blades. 

This small collection box rested between the 
studs in the wall behind the medicine cabi-
net behind a wooden slat. These caches of old 
blades often will surprise workers in the demo-
lition phase of a renovation.
 David Lustig’s passion for old homes burns 
bright. He says, “Every day can bring differ-
ent challenges, because there are always, always 
unexpected things. At a house I did called 
Burnt Chimneys, the plan was to turn one of 
the upstairs bedrooms into a huge master bath. 
I pointed to a wall and I said, ‘I bet, behind 
this wall there’s a remnant of a fireplace, be-
cause there’s the outline of a hearth.’ We took 
a sledgehammer and banged out part of the 
wall, and sure enough, there was a fireplace.” 
This happy surprise ended with a master bath 
that featured a soaking tub and a working, 
wood-burning fireplace.
 David and his wife, Susan, take great plea-
sure in living in Williamsburg, a town where 
historic homes take up downtown blocks. 
Touring and studying old homes from the 
18th, 19th and early 20th centuries reinforc-
es his belief that every old home tells a story 
of the tools, the workmen, and the wars and 
struggles happening in each epoch.

Next Door Neighbors  
Publisher.............................................Meredith Collins
Editor............Narielle Living, narielleliving@gmail.com 
Copy Editor...........................................Ginger White
Photographers..............Lisa Cumming, Corey Miller
Graphic  Designer.................................Sue Etherton
Account Manager................................Anne Conkling

Writers
Linda Landreth Phelps, Caroline Johnson , Brandy 

Centolanza, Alison Johnson, Susan Williamson, 
Lillian Stevens, Melanie Occhiuzzo, Morgan Barker, 
Susannah Livingston, Erin Zagursky, Cathy Welch,  
Erin Fryer, Christopher LaPointe, Michael Heslink, 
Naomi Tene’ Austin, Gail Dillon, Lauren Plunkett, 

Ben Mackin, Laura Lane, Dawn Brotherton, 
Elara Strand, Anne Conkling, Harmony Hunter, 

Wheston Chancellor Grove, Ashley Smith,
Kathleen Toomey Jabs, Page Brotherton, 

and Cynthia Fellows Rich  
Advertising Information

Meredith Collins 
(757) 560-3235

meredith@williamsburgneighbors.com
www.WilliamsburgNeighbors.com  

Next Door Neighbors is a monthly, direct-
mailed magazine serving the residents of  the 

Williamsburg area.  
Circulation: 43,000

PO Box 5152, Williamsburg, VA 23188NDN

With a wealth of senior-living experience, more than 30 years of dementia 
care, and a can-do attitude, Debbie is a family-favorite at Williamsburg 
Landing. Under her leadership, you can rest assured knowing that your 
loved one is well taken care of by a team of dedicated staff, including a 
registered nurse and certified dementia practitioners, all trained in their 
respective disciplines and fun!

Call us to learn more at

757-565-6544

Meet Debbie Whybra
Williamsburg Landing’s Director of Adult Day Services

Williamsburg Landing is a proud 
member of the National Adult Day 

Services Association.

 5700 Williamsburg Landing Dr.  |  Williamsburg, VA 23185  |  WilliamsburgLanding.org


