
Rewiring History: upgrading Power Without Destroying the 
Plaster 

New Jersey is dotted with stunning historic homes—Victorians in 
Cape May, Colonials in Morristown, and Brownstones in Hoboken. 
These homes feature exquisite craftsmanship: horsehair plaster walls, 
intricate crown molding, and original hardwood floors. But inside 
those walls often lies dangerous knob-and-tube wiring. Homeowners 
face a dilemma: how do you make the electrical system safe and 
modern without destroying the historic fabric of the house? 

The answer lies in the technique. A standard electrician might take a 
sledgehammer to the walls to run new wires. A preservation-minded 
electrician uses the art of "fishing." It is a surgical approach to 
rewiring. Engaging Electrical Repair Services in New Jersey that 
specialise in old homes ensures that your property is brought up to 
code while keeping its soul—and its plaster—intact. 

The "Fishing" Technique Explained 

Fishing involves feeding flexible steel tape or fiberglass rods through 
wall cavities to pull new Romex cable from the basement or attic to the 
outlet and switch boxes. We utilise the existing voids in the framing. 
In balloon-framed houses (common before 1940), the stud bays often 
run open from the basement all the way to the attic. This is a fire risk 
that needs fire-blocking, but for rewiring, it is a highway. We can drop 
wires down two stories without cutting a single hole in the wall. When 
we do need to cut, we make small, strategic "pocket cuts" behind 
baseboards or in closets where patches won't be seen, preserving the 
main wall surfaces. 

Protecting Crown Molding and Trim 

The most heartbreaking damage in a sloppy rewire is seeing original 
crown molding pried off and cracked to run wires. We avoid this at all 
costs. We use flexible drill bits, some up to six feet long, to bore 
through headers and fire stops from a distance. We use inspection 
cameras (endoscopes) to see inside the walls before we drill, ensuring 
we don't hit a gas pipe or a hidden pocket door. By respecting the 
carpentry, we save the homeowner thousands of dollars in restoration 
costs. The goal is to leave the room looking exactly as it did when we 
arrived, just with safe, grounded power. 

Dealing with Old Device Boxes 

Historic homes often have small, shallow metal boxes for switches and 
outlets that are too small for modern devices and wire volume. 
Ripping them out damages the plaster. Instead, we use specialized 

https://www.sperryelectricnj.com/electrical-repair-services


tools to carefully cut the nails holding the old box to the stud from 
inside the box, allowing us to slide it out gently. We then insert "old 
work" boxes that clamp to the lath and plaster securely. This allows us 
to install modern dimmers and GFCI outlets without expanding the 
hole in the fragile plaster, which is notoriously difficult to patch and 
match smoothly. 

Abandoning Knob and Tube Safely 

You don't always have to remove every inch of old wire; you just have 
to deactivate it. We locate the live feeds for the knob-and-tube system 
and disconnect them at the source. The old copper is left dead inside 
the walls (which is safe). The critical part is verifying that nothing is 
still tapping into it. We use circuit tracers to ensure that no rogue attic 
light or back-bedroom outlet was missed. Once certified dead, the new 
wiring takes over. This minimally invasive approach solves the 
insurance and safety problem without the demolition derby. 

Conclusion 

Owning a historic home is a stewardship. You are preserving the past 
for the future. The electrical system must be safe, but the upgrade 
shouldn't leave scars. With patience, specialized tools, and a respect 
for the architecture, we can marry modern safety with old-world 
charm, keeping the lights on for another century. 

Call to Action 

Preserve the beauty of your historic home while upgrading its safety 
by contacting our restoration wiring specialists. 

Visit: https://www.sperryelectricnj.com/electrical-repair-services 

 


