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Historical, you say? By whose
judgment?

It doesn’t matter that a building
looks old, that the date over the
front door is 1745, that it was
known as a tavern for rivermen
and canal barge crews and that
photographs showed it as a
tourist attraction in the 19th cen-
tury. In today’s world, the Black
Bass Hotel was not a genuine his-
toric building until it was certi-
fied by the U.S. Department of
the Interior.

When Jack Thompson bought
the Black Bass last year, it was
part of the Lumberville National
Historic District but the building
itself was not certified as historic
by national standards. So when
the rehabilitation began, the
owner faced two sets of standards
for construction – Solebury
Township’s and the federal gov-
ernment’s separate building
codes.

Since Solebury did not have a
historic and architectural review
board (HARB), the current zon-
ing practices took precedence
over historic considerations for
the building. The owner’s plans
and the township requirements
collided and that’s when Barbara
and John Hencheck stepped in.

“The federal code preempts the
state’s, which preempts the local
building code,” John Hencheck
said after the hotel’s grand open-
ing last weekend.

The Henchecks, who live in
Lambertville and have volun-
teered their time for historical
research in that city, contacted
Thompson. They knew there
could be a misunderstanding
about the historic designation.
For example, John Hencheck
said, the local code might require
the wrong mix of concrete for the
massive 300-year-old stone wall
that supports the old building or
modifications that might not be
appropriate.

The Black Bass is as signifi-
cant for its use as an American
building can be and its setting on
the river is unsurpassed – it looks
out on the pedestrian bridge to
Bulls Island, N.J., built by John
A. Roebling and Company in
1947. The Delaware Canal,
empty now after recent floods
destroyed the towpath bank on
the river side, is another scenic
wonder and a mark of the village
history.

The Henchecks has a special
interest in the Black Bass. Their
wedding photograph was taken
on the Bulls Island Bridge and
they celebrated the first New
Year’s Eve of their marriage at
the Black Bass. Barbara, who
grew up in Sergeantsville, N.J.,
crossed that bridge every day for
her first job – at the Black Bass.
She worked for Herb Ward, the
owner, who purchased the hotel
in 1949.

“It was a drinking man’s bar –
with a ladies entrance – in those
days,” John Hencheck said, but
Ward added a kitchen and started
turning the hotel into a country
inn that attracted celebrities from

New York and Hollywood and
around the world.

The hotel had closed in 2007
after the third flood in less than
two years closed River Road for
many months and took away the
commerce and tourist trade that it
needed to survive. Thompson
bought it and the Lumberville
Store at auction and was commit-
ted to restoring the buildings in a
historically correct manner.

Thompson was being held to
the local standards, which were
not the same as national stan-
dards, Hencheck said. He asked
the Henchecks to do the legwork
that would get the building certi-
fied as historic by the U.S.
Department of the Interior. The
next step would be to have it list-
ed individually on the National
Register of Historic Places.

The Henchecks accomplished
those goals in record time. They
were fortunate to have a head
start with the research that had
been done by Gwen Davis, who
had done the research for the
Lumberville National Historic
District, which was approved in
1984.

But for the Black Bass certifi-
cation, the researchers had to
present the structure in a broad
historical context. “The
Delaware River was a superhigh-
way in the 1700s,” John said. “It
delivered goods that would go to
New York, London, the
Caribbean, South America. It
brought the latest fashions from
London to the outback. The
American settlers lived rather
sophisticated lives because of
trade on the Delaware.” And the
rivermen stopped at the “Temple
Bar,” the original name of the
Black Bass, for refreshment and
to meet “charming ladies.”

And the history of the
Revolution, the role of
Lumberville as a Tory strong-
hold, even the notorious Moses
Doan’s ties to the village, the
early post office, the lumber
yard, all added up to a the broad
scale needed to get national
recognition.

The Henchecks started in April
and had confirmation of the
National Register status in time
for the inn’s opening. John car-
ried an e-mail from Gov.
Rendell’s office with him to a
Friday night reception. He had
expected the governor to be at the
Black Bass that night.

But Rendell sent regrets that he
could not attend. The state budg-
et deadline was keeping him in
Harrisburg. John handed the e-
mail printout to Loraine
Thompson hoping she would
keep it as a sign of the impor-
tance of the event.

And it was a most important
event. Lumbervillians were
thrilled with the restoration and
delighted that commerce had
returned to the village that had
been quiet for too long.

It was, they said, a significant
step to recovery of their home-
town – and it affirmed their opti-
mistic community spirit.

I met R. at the Golden Nugget
Flea Market in Lambertville, N.J.
He was haggling over the price of
an old barn painting. He caught
my attention when he argued with
the seller, saying that the painting
was too ugly for the price he was
asking.

This begged the question as to
why R. would even want to buy a
painting he found ugly, which the
seller asked. R. responded by
describing his collection of bro-
ken down and abandoned house
paintings.

Intrigued, I questioned him
about this collection, which he
was only too glad to discuss. R. is
63 years old and has lived in
Bucks County all his life. He
worked as a roofer for many
years until he fell off a house and
broke his hip. Now he builds fur-
niture from his home.

His collection began shortly
after his childhood home was
torn down. R., who moved to
Upper Black Eddy after getting
married when he was 18, says he
hardly paid any mind to the old
house until it was razed. It was on
a block where it wasn’t much dif-
ferent from those around it and as
a child, he remembers wishing he
lived elsewhere. After his parents
passed on, R.’s brother handled
the sale of the house. Once it was
gone though, R. started having
vivid dreams about the old place.
In 1994 at Brown’s Auction, he
came upon a painting of a house
that reminded him of the home-
stead and so began his collection.

After sharing my interest on
the subject, R. extended an invi-
tation to see his curious collec-
tion. Apart from a few framed
family photos, the walls of his
rancher were nearly covered with
the dilapidated house paintings.
They made up a village on the
walls, though each house was
sequestered in solitude by the
frame. R. says he doesn’t have
that much disposable income
with which to purchase high
quality pieces of his favorite sub-
ject from galleries, but he doesn’t
mind the amateur variety, of
which his collection is mostly
comprised. Each year he manages
to acquire several new install-
ments from flea markets, auctions
and even student art shows.

Not all of R.’s paintings
seemed to meet his criteria of
being broken down or aban-
doned, though they all certainly
felt that way. There is something
so deliciously forlorn about the
painted image of a house. My
mind immediately calls up the
images of Hopper and Wyeth’s
more notable examples of house
paintings.

The buildings they immortal-

ized seem spied upon and eerily
intimate. It’s easy to personify a
house, to imagine the expression
of a face cast by eye-like win-
dows, or door-like mouth. It is
not a stretch from there to envi-
sion the house’s conscious rela-
tionship to its inhabitants. A
painting of a house seems to
release it from its service to the
inhabitants and become an inde-
pendent force. In a painting it has
its own lifespan that exceeds that
of its human charges – it appears
like a ghost or drying bones, sad
and mysterious.

R. and I talked for a while
about why we are attracted to old
things and guess at why these

abandoned house paintings make
such a compelling and repeated
subject for paintings. As someone
who has also painted my fair
share of vacant houses, I offered
some practical notions for select-
ing them as a subject.

The power of ownership is a
hard force to work around – the
painter can feel intrusive painting
a house in which someone is liv-
ing. It’s like staring at the inhabi-
tants themselves without permis-
sion. Or the painter can feel
responsible somehow for depict-
ing the owner’s idea of the house
rather than the painter’s own
impression of the structure. In
this way an abandoned house
becomes inviting to observe with
more intimacy, as it loses owner-
ship and unites with the land-
scape around it.

Obviously, it is more than a
lack of ownership that makes
abandoned houses attractive.

Like a painting, an abandoned
house seems somehow timeless.
Even as the weeds grow up

around it and it becomes derelict,
it seems to have ducked out of the
flow of societal time. It is no
longer a functional structure and
so becomes something like a
sculpture, reflecting on the idea
of living spaces. If home is the
idea of a living space and a house
is a place built for that idea to
occur, then these relics are hous-
es without being homes. They are
lifeless bodies, like mannequins –
uncanny things to which we real-
ly don’t know how to relate.

The look of antiquity gives us a
moment of pause to consider our
place in time. We think about
what came before us and what
will come after in the presence of

that look of age. In an abandoned
house, that antiquity is even more
potent for pondering our exis-
tence. We might look on a house
and imagine who lived there or
why they might have left and in
so doing, reflect on what our own
legacy has been.

In Bucks County, where the
sense of place is so varied and
where new and old houses reside
together, an abandoned house
feels like a pretty good way to get
perspective on our legacy in the
landscape.

R. says with a grin that he is
giving the houses in his paintings
a home. I like this idea and sus-
pect I will be doing my own part,
giving abandoned houses homes
in paint.

Alex Cohen is a Bucks County
painter represented by Riverbank
Arts in Stockton and Rodger
LaPelle Galleries in
Philadelphia. Images at themag-
pie.org

jankeithlipes@gmail.com
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On the list at last

The revitalized Black Bass Hotel in Lumberville has been named to
the National Register of Historic Places.
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Rainbows to guide us
This year it seems we have seen an abundance of rainbows overhead. Two local photogra-
phers have captured their colors, over the Delaware in June at left, and at a Solebury field in
April at right.
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