A HOME RESTORED

After more than a century — and many different lives —

1 he White Columns in downtown Commerce is once again a home

Story by Alex Buffington
Photos by Alex Buffington and courtesy Perry Benson

Above: The White Columns in
Commuerce features a sweeping
wraparound porch supported

by towering columns, a defining
feature of the historic home. The
homae is located on Little Street
next to the post office.

Left: A historic photograph shows
The White Columns in Commerce,
long before its recent restoration.
Photos courtesy Perry Benson
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Perry Benson (right) and Scott Jenks stand on the porch of The White Columns, framed by the home's tower
ing columns. They are pictured with their beloved dog, Coconut.

or more than a century, The White Columns, a
stately Meoclassical mansion on Little Street in
downtown Commerce, has watched the lown
grow and change
Ower the years, generations of Commerce res
idents have passed through its doors
weds renting upstairs rooms during World War
11, diners enjoving meals when the house became a restaurant,
and students traveling from across the country to study wallpa
pering inside its ornate rooms.
loday, after an ambitious restoration by owners Perry Benson
and Scott Jenks, the historic mansion has returned to the pur
pose for which it was built more than a century ago
It is once again a home.

Built for a family

The White Columns was originally built in 1904 by Enoch
Bush Anderson, a prominent businessman in the community
He and his wile, Lola, had two daughters, Maurine and Claire

Of the two daughters, Claire Anderson, would become one of
the home’s longest residents. She lived there her entire life

“She lived here from the time she was born,” Benson said
“She was a good steward, keeping the house from falling down”™

newly

“It's a big undertaking 1o keep this going,” Benson added
“She didnt make any improvements, but she kept it alive”

During World War 11, the large home served another pur
pose

“During WWII, there was a shortage of housing and she let
people rent some of the rooms apstairs.” Benson said, “We've
had a lot of people stop by through the years and say that they
remember when they first got married, they lived in one or two
of the rooms in the house. It’s kind of neat”

“People have knocked on the door and asked if they can go
see their room.” Jenks added

Benson and Jenks made another historic discovery during
the restoration. which revealed an interesting detail about the
home's earliest days.

On the underside of the staircase treads, workers found an
inscription noting the staircase had been made for “Enoch, E.B.
Anderson, Commerce, Georgia”

The town of Commerce, formerly known as Harmony Grove,
didn't officially change its name to "Commerce” until 1909, That
could mean that the inscription is one of the earliest references
to the community by s modern name

“That was an interesting find,” Benson said_



Historic photographs and personal items displayed inside the home help tell the story of the families
connected to The White Columns. The owners, Perry Benson and Scott Jenks, were given some items from

family of the original owner of the home.

\ house with many lives
Aler Claire Andersons death, the !'.llxl:aL entered a new
chapter and began laking on different roles
In the 19708, the mansion became & restaurant, though its
name has largely been lost to time
]‘l'tll'ﬂ'rl 1-|.'|:\.I ..\"

‘In the 19708, it became a restaurant

one knows the name of the restaurant. Evervone we ask, they

sav, "Well, | remember the restaurant being here, but we don't

know what it was actually called.”

When Benson and lenks purchased the property vears Later
traces of that restaurant era were still visible

"Whenever we got the place, it had the original stove from
the 1970s, a 10-burner big stove for commercial use, the
BI iddle and the big hoods and even the walk-in |1.lrI_L'|.iJr.l'.!.
Benson recalled

Later, the house ook on an even more unusual role as 2
willpaper school

Tt was one of four J-JJ[,".t;-Lr schonls in the United States,
lenks sadd. "It was very well-renowned.

The home's architecture made it the periect P{.Ju. to teach
the craht

“The reason they chose (this house for the i'l-.J.”..."J..,.‘L.'
schood} was because of all the unigue angles and corners and

wore Challenging ™ Benson

things that are more difficult to de

sandd

Years later. while remum ating the house, Benson and lenks
discovered 3 small remuinder of that \..'..I;'lh, r hedden .IL\.I-\|.|_' i
newel prost

“We opened it up and there was a time capsule inskde from

I‘lll"-l'|-|-|51 '\IJII.I

|:1I' 'Inh.l..ii'.-li'“'r i, I

‘It had samples of wallpaper and all of their names and

things like that, Benson added "We purt it bac k into the newel

post where we found it.

Finding the house

Eventually the house sat empty for vears and fell into fore
dosure and was considered an endangered property

When Benson and Jenks first discovered The White Caol
umns, they were living in New York and looking for some
thing different

Jenks, angnally fram Cleveland, Ohio, had worked in
information technology leadership moles at Case Western
Reserve University, Georgia Tech and MNew York University
before retiring. Benson, who is originally from Pennsylvania
and moved to Georgia more than three decades ago, previous-

hogy roles with Oracle and

Iy worked in training and techn
Manhattan Associates and now runs an estate and auction
busanesis

Ower time, Benson and Jenks had built a sizable collection
of antigues, artwork and other pieces r:':|-:'¢:|11!; their shared

passion for history and ancestry
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“We needed more space to put all of the trinkets and (items
wed collected over the vears),” Benson said

When they came across the house in Commerce, they immedi-
ately knew they had found something special

“We came out here and found this and knew immediately that
this was the house we wanted.” Benson said. “And from there.
that's when the fun began :

\ massive restoration

They closed on the property Dec. 22, 2017
weeks later

While [enks continued working primarily in New York, Benson
tonk on the responsibility of overseeing the massive renovation
project

Inside, the work of returning the historic home 1o its original
character began in earnest

"Everything in the house from the top down, every inch of the
house has been renovated or restored,” Benson said

Five massive dumpsters were eventually filled with debris and
remnants from decades of alterations. Old commerncial bath
rooms and walls left over from the restaurant davs had 1o be
removed, and they had to determine how the or iginal layout once
looked

“Then there was this whale period of time sdeuthing and fgur
ing out: Where were the doors originally? Were there walls here?
Benson said

Several fireplaces on the first Qoor had been vandalized or

. and work began just

A4

stolen over the years, and replacements had 1o be found. The
replacements were eventually found in Paris — salvaged from an
apartment building across the street from the Louvre.

“They fit perfectly” Benson said. =... We were so fortunale Lo
find matching ones that fit just in the right spot”

Despite the complexity of the project, the first phase of resto
ration was completed in about eight months.

“Unbelievahle joh” Jlenks said of all the work Benson was able

10 manage
Preserving the past
while living in the present

Today, The White Columns spans roughly 7,300 square fect
and includes about 20 rooms. A newly finished ballroom on the
third floor sdded abowt 1,500 square fect,

For Benson and Jenks, restoring the home was abowt far more
than renovating a building

“This, by far, was the biggest project and the most wonderful,”
Benson said. “We love, love, love this house. It is the most com
fortable ]‘lh ¢ o be”

Modern systems were installed throughout the home, in
clading updated electrical, plumbing and heating and cooling
systems, along with a security system and other smant home
iechnology designed 1o keep the historic house comfortable and
functional

Bui the work went far bevond mechanical upgrades

TR T

Perry Benson and Scott Jenks stand with ther dog. Cocomnut, at the front entrance of The White Columms in Commerce.
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Inside The ,. 1nte Columns
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A wittnsg roorm inmede The YWhte Cobume showecases anvtigue burriturs, charde Tha grard foyer of The Whte Columne features podished hardwood fhoors,

The diring room e The Wite Colurmm features period hurniture, histork

ared dramatic red astam
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The White Columns is illuminated at night, highlighting

the home's grand neoclassical columns and symmaetrical resid
facade. Photo courtesy Perry Banson
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