
East Providence, Rhode Island soon became 
home to the young family which grew and 
prospered there.

When Francis was grown, he like his father before 
him, chose to become a jeweler and a watch-
maker. He had a successful shop in busy “Down- 
City” Providence. One day in that city, he was 
injured in a streetcar accident and his life was 
forever changed. In the prime of his middle years, 
he was blinded.

Unable to pursue his trade any longer, he and his 
wife moved to Wayne, New Jersey to live with their 
married daughter and her husband, William 
Vahrenkamp.

Being a man of optimistic attitude and a cheerful 
disposition, he overcame his initial depression and 
looked for something to occupy himself.

What he did made newspaper headlines all over 
1920’s America, and brought throngs of curious 
onlookers to see if it was true!

   -Norman Burde!  January 27, 2011

Francis Abraham Burdett 
was my grandfather’s uncle. He came from 
Birmingham England as a small child in the 
1860’s. His family came ashore in New York 
City and then settled in New England.

Th
e H

O
U

S
E

 B
U

ILT IN
 TH

E
 D

A
R

K   	

 by W
illiam

 Vahrenkam
p

The
HOUSE BUILT
IN THE DARK

ILLUSTRATED

by William Vahrenkamp





Editor’s Note

The affection and respect that William Vahrenkamp had 
for his father-in-law is apparent in this book. He paints a 
vivid picture of a clever, hard working and good natured 
man who persevered in the face of adversity.

Another notable thing in this volume is the quality of the 
photographs that he supplied to the book. It must be born 
in mind that these pictures were probably taken with an 
old Kodak box camera in the 1920’s.

The account of Mrs. Burdett’s continued labors as a 
personal nurse to finance the project and keep it going 
forward are also particularly noteworthy. 

The style of the writing and the wonderful illustrations 
provided by J.W. Greenhalgh place this account firmly in 
the Roaring Twenties. So this is not only the story of an 
amazing accomplishment, but also an interesting glimpse 
into American life in the 1920’s. The house was 
completed and the book written just before the Stock 
Market crash of 1929 which signaled the start of the 
Great Depression. — Norman P. Burdett
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