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The applicant and property owner, District Properties, requests the Board’s review of a permit
application to reconstruct much of a two-story frame house, a building contributing to the
character of the historic district. The drawings also include fences in the front and rear yards.

Background

In October, the applicant obtained a permit to perform interior electrical, mechanical and
plumbing work and exterior repairs such as residing, plus the construction of a rear-yard fence.
After the Historic Preservation Office staff had reviewed the application, a front-yard fence
replacement was added to the drawings by notation.

The following month, the permit was amended to include “Repair or Replace existing foundation
wall or footing as needed.” This application was not routed to the Historic Preservation Office
and included no plans (such as foundation sections for structural purposes or an underpinning
sequencing plan or anything else). There was also no indication presented graphically or
textually to suggest any work beyond the permit descriptions.

The applicant apparently decided to replace the entire foundation, and rather than underpinning
the house, presumably concluded that it would be easier to demolish the building and rebuild on
a new foundation. With little more than twenty percent of the building remaining (exclusive of
the front porch, which the owner also intends to rebuild), a stop-work order was placed on the
property. The stop-work order was partially lifted to allow the property to be secured.

Fences

A six-foot-tall, butted-vertical-plank, privacy fence is proposed to surround the rear yard. This is
a fence type that is typically approved as sufficiently compatible with the character of the
historic district. (The horizontal rails to which the planks are affixed should face the interior of
the property.)

In addition, a 42-inch-tall metal fence is proposed for the front yard. The drawings suggest that
it would be a welded, solid-steel fence, which is also appropriate.



House reconstruction

While it remains unclear how an owner could simply demolish a historic building without
permit, the house’s reconstruction at this point is certainly in the interest of retaining the
character of the historic district.

In addition to the demolition undertaken thus far, the applicant reports that the foundation even
under the remnant of the house needs to be replaced. Obviously, additional demolition in the
furtherance of that goal cannot be supported; any further foundation work will require shoring
and underpinning.

As to the reconstruction of what is gone, the drawings comport with what had been approved
previously for exterior repairs. Under the circumstances, however, the highest standards should
be applied. Where the staff had previously cleared a permit to allow some fiber-cement board to
be employed on the rear, the siding material should now be wood throughout. Fiber-cement has
been employed sparingly in Anacostia, mostly for new construction. It has its merits, but it does
not look quite the same as wood. The use of substitute materials—and the process of
reconstruction—tend, in inexpert hands, to make an old building look like a new one, by wiping
away its character. It would be both consistent with past practice and as a sort of mitigation for
the demolition, that wood now be employed throughout.

The material of the windows is not specified in the present drawings. As with the siding, good-
quality wood windows should be installed throughout, to make up for the loss of so much
historic fabric.

The front porch roof is to be standing-seam metal. It should be a condition of approval that this
roof have traditional, hand-crimped seams, rather than having a clip system.

The staff recommends that the Board recommend issuance of the permit, with the conditions that
the porch roof have hand-crimped seams and that all siding, casings and windows be of wood,
with the specific window product to be approved by staff prior to clearance of the application.

! The project is still employing substitutes for the original materials at the foundation and the roof.



