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MONTGOMERY COUNTY HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION

STAFF REPORT
Address: 3948 Washington St., Kensington Meeting Date: 1/10/2018
Resource: Outstanding (Primary One) Resource Report Date: 1/3/2018

Kensington Historic District
Public Notice: 12/28/2017
Applicant: James Cooper
Tax Credit: N/A
Review: HAWP
Staff: Michael Kyne
Case Number: 31/06-17H

PROPOSAIL::  Handrail installation

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

Staff recommends that the HPC approve the HAWP application.

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION

SIGNIFICANCE: Outstanding (Primary One) Resource within the Kensington Historic District
STYLE: Colonial Revival Eclectic

DATE: 1893

PROPOSAL:

The applicant proposes the following work items at the subject property:

*  Wooden handrail installation on each side of the front porch steps.

APPLICABLE GUIDELINES

When reviewing alterations and new construction within the Kensington Historic District several
documents are to be utilized as guidelines to assist the Commission in developing their decision. These
documents include the Amendment to the Master Plan for Historic Preservation: Kensington Historic
District (Amendment), Vision of Kensington: A Long-Range Preservation Plan (Vision), Monigomery
County Code Chapter 24A (Chapter 24A), and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation
{Standards). The pertinent information in these documents is outlined below.

Vision of Kensington

In accordance with Section 1.5 of the Historic Preservation Rules, Guidelines, and Procedures (Regulation
No. 27-97), the Commission in developing its decision when reviewing a Historic Area Work Permit
application for an undertaking involving a resource within the Kensington Historic District may use the
Vision to determine the appropriateness of a proposal. The goal of the Vision “was to establish a sound
database of information from which to produce a document that would serve the HPC, M-NCPPC, their
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staff, and the community in wrestling with the protection of historic districts amidst the pressures of life in
the 21 century.”

In addition, the Vision provides a specific physical description of the district as it was at the time of the
study, an analysis of character-defining features of the district, a discussion of the challenges facing the
district, and a discussion of proposed strategies for maintaining the character of the district, while allowing
for appropriate growth and change.

The Vision identifies the following, as those features that help define the character of Kensington’s built
environment:

Building Setbacks: Residential and Commercial Patterns
Rhythm and Spacing between Buildings
Geographic and Landscape Features

Scale and Building Height

Directional Expression of Buildings

Roof Forms and Materials

Porches

Dominant Building Material

Outbuildings

Integrity of Form, Building Condition, and Threats
Architectural Style

The Amendment notes that:

The district is architecturally significant as a collection of late 19" and early 20" century houses that
exhibit a variety of architectural styles popular during the Victorian period including Queen Anne,
Shingle, Eastlake, and Colonial Revival. The houses share a uniformity of scale, setbacks, and
construction materials that contribute to the cohesiveness of the district’s streetscapes. This
uniformity, coupled with the dominant design inherent in Warner's original plan of subdivision,
conveys a strong sense of both time and place, that of a Victorian garden suburb.

Sec. 24A-8. Same-Criteria for issuance.

(a) The commission shall instruct the director to deny a permit if it finds, based on the evidence and
information presented to or before the commission that the alteration for which the permiit is sought
would be inappropriate, inconsistent with or detrimental to the preservation, enhancement or ultimate
protection of the historic site or historic resource within an historic district, and to the purposes of this
chapter.
(b) The commission shall instruct the director to issue a permit, or issue a permit subject to such
conditions as are found to be necessary to insure conformity with the purposes and requirements of this
chapter, if it finds that:
(1) The proposal will not substantially alter the exterior features of an historic site or historic
resource within an historic district; or
(2) The proposal is compatible in character and natare with the historical, archeological,
architectural or cultural features of the historic site or the historic district in which an historic
resource is located and would not be detrimental thereto or to the achievement of the purposes of
this chapter; or
(3) The proposal would enhance or aid in the protection, preservation and public or private
utilization of the historic site or historic resource located within an historic district in a manner
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compatible with the historical, archeological, architectural or cultural value of the historic site or
historic district in which an historic resource is located; or
{4) The proposal is necessary in order that unsafe conditions or health hazards be remedied; or
(5) The proposal is necessary in order that the owner of the subject property not be deprived of
reasonable use of the property or suffer undue hardship; [emphasis added] or
(6) In balancing the interests of the public in preserving the historic site or historic resource
located within an historic district, with the interests of the public from the use and benefit of the
alternative proposal, the general public welfare is better served by granting the permit.
(c) Itis not the intent of this chapter to limit new construction, alteration or repairs to any 1 period or
architectural style.
(d) In the case of an application for work on an historic resource located within an historic district, the
commission shall be lenient in its judgment of plans for structures of little historical or design
significance or for plans involving new construction, unless such plans would seriously impair the
historic or architectural value of surrounding historic resources or would impair the character of the
historic district. (Ord Ne. 94, § 1; Ond No. 11-59)

Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation

The Secretary of the Interior defines rehabilitation as “the act or process of making possible a compatible
use for a property through repair, aiterations, and additions while preserving those portions or features,
which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural values.” The Standards are as follows:

1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that requires minimal
change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site and environment,

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of historic
materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be avoided.

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Changes that
create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or architectural
elements from other buildings, shall not be undertaken.

4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired historic significance in their
own right shall be retained and preserved.

5. Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship that
characterize a historic property shall be preserved.

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of
deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match the old in
design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials. Replacement of
missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or pictorial evidence.

7. Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage to historic materials shall
not be used. The surface cleaning of structures, if appropriate, shall be undertaken using the
gentlest means possible.

8. Significant archaeological resources affected by a proiect shall be protected and preserved. If such
resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures shall be undertaken.

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic materials
that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old and shall be
compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect the historic integrity of

the property and its environment.



10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a manner that if
removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property and its environment
would be unirnpaired.

STAFF DISCUSSION

The applicant’s HAWP for a retroactive storm door replacement, storm door repairs, and the instaliation of
handrails at the central front porch steps was previously reviewed at the August 16, 2017 HPC meeting.
The Commission approved the storm door replacement and storm door repairs, but, at the applicant’s
request, continued consideration of the handrails to a later meeting.

The applicant originally proposed to install wooden handrails on each side of the central front porch steps,
matching the design of the original/existing porch railing. The applicant previously indicated that there is
no evidence that handrails ever existed at the central front porch steps, and, staff suggested that, due to
their location and visual prominence, the central front porch steps without handrails are a character-
defining feature of the subject property that should be preserved.

However, because handrails may be required to satisfy safety concerns and/or codes, staff recommended a
condition of approval, stipulating that the proposed handrails will be differentiated from the porch railings,
with final review and approval delegated to staff. Staff suggested that one appropriate solution would be
simple black metal handrails that recede from view when viewing the house from the public right-of-way,
This would ensure that the proposed handrails are not misconstrued as being original to the house and that
the house’s character-defining features can be clearly discerned.

In their current submission, the applicant has proposed two alternative handrails — Handrail 1, which is
similar to the existing/original porch railing, but with different dimensions, and Handrail 2, which is more
modern than the existing/original porch railing. The applicant also proposes balusters and a bottom rail
with different dimensions than the existing/original porch railing (see Circle for details).

Staff finds that the applicant has attempted to address the previous concerns regarding differentiation, and
that the two proposed alternatives are sufficiently differentiated from and compatible with the subject
property. Staff recommends approval, with the final selection of Handrail 1 or Handrail 2 at the applicant’s
discretion; however, if the Commission finds that another alternative (such as simple black metal
handrails} would be more appropriate, they may add a condition of approval, specifying materials and/or
design.

After full and fair consideration of the applicant’s submission staff finds the proposal as being consistent
with the Criteria for Issuance in Chapter 24A-(b) 1 and 2, having found the proposal is consistent with the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, Amendment to the Master Plan for Historic
Preservation: Kensington Historic District, and Vision of Kensington: A Long-Range Preservation Plan
outlined above.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

Staff recommends that the Commission approve the HAWP application under the Criteria for Issuance in
Chapter 24A-8(b), (1), (2) & (d) having found that the proposal will not substantially alter the exterior features
of the historic resource and is compatible in character with the district and the purposes of Chapter 24A;

and with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation,
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and with the general condition that the applicant shall present the 3 permit sets of drawings, if applicable
to Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) staff for review and stamping prior to submission for the
Montgomery County Department of Permitting Services (DPS) building permits;

and with the general condition that final project design details, not specifically delineated by the
Commission, shall be approved by HPC staff or brought back to the Commission as a revised HAWP
application at staff’s discretion;

and with the general condition that the applicant shall notify the Historic Preservation Staff if they propose
to make any alterations to the approved plans.

Once the work is completed the applicant will contact the staff person assigned to this application at 301-
563-3400 or michael kyne @montgomeryplanning.org to schedule a follow-up site visit.
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Addendum 1. b

Description of Project

1.b.1.

For safety reasons, we seek to add handrails on both sides of the stairs to match
the existing porch rail in profile and materials. As far as we know, the stairs were
built originally without handrails.

b. 2.

We seek retroactive approval for the replacement of a wood and glass storm
door at the basement entrance in the addition to the house built in 1987. In
2016, | applied for historic preservation tax credit for a number of different 2015
repair projects, one of which included a replacement of this storm door to the
below ground level basement door which is obstructed from street view. The
entrance is on the north side of the house and is accessed by concrete stairs
down to a concreted-bottomed stairwell, which takes a lot of water during storms.
The wood and glass storm door took on rot and eventually eroded due to
constant splash and exposure teo the rain, and began in 2015 to erode the
existing interior wooden door. Thus, | replaced the rotten storm door with a high-
quality Anderson metal and glass door [see aftached pictures and specs/bill}
that is identical in appearance to the storm door that it replaced, both for reasons
of weather-tightness and for better security.

In December 2018, | received a call from Michael Kyne telling me that HPC was
disallowing these repairs because [ hadn't gotten HPC approval prior to
purchasing and installing the new storm door. However, he suggested that if |
presented this work to the HPC in 2017 and explained that | wasn't aware that
the storm door replacement needed prior HPC approval for tax credit
consideration, that the HPC might consider the issue for review now and possible
approval for a future tax credit.

b. 3.

We now have a wood and interchangeable glass/screen storm door [see
attached pictures] on the side enfrance to the house on the south side, which
has similarly rotted and has broken open this year. We have removed the broken
storm door and are seeking HPC approval prior to repair of the existing door
including the glass and screen insert frames.
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Supplemental Information
Provided for the January 10,
2018 HPC Meeting



Addendum to HAWP application for addition of handrails to the front porch stair at 3948 Washington Streei, Kensington

This addendum to the original application is (a) to acknowledge staff's comments regarding the original proposal to replicate
the existing porch rail in adding a handrail where, as far as we know, none has existed before; and (b) to propose an
alternative to the solution which was suggested by staff.

« We understand that the viewer ought to be able to clearly distinguish between the old and the new. The Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards do not, however, dictate that there ought to be a change of materials, construction type,
or even style, to distinguish what is non-historic. Yet, personal safety is increasingly a concern in the use of these
stairs and we seek a solution that balances historic preservation requirements with compatibiiity.

s The Secretary of the interior’s Standard #9 expresses that “The new work will be differentiated from the old and
will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the
integrity of the property and its environment." In our view, the addition of an iron or other minimal rall is not
compatible with the characteristic architectural features of this house. We also question whether original wood
porch stairs that were built without handrails is 2 character-defining feature of Kensington’s primary resources, since
it is not clear that porch stairs were consistently built without handrails. We cannot discern a clear paitern relative
to architectural styles that would indicate, one way or another, that the lack of a rail was a characteristic feature of a

particular style or of the time period.

*  We have walked much of the historic district in Kensington and have been confounded by the variety of new-rail
solutions we've viewed. It is hard to know whether rails that are clearly not original to several of the primary
resources we ohserved were rebuilt “in kind”; or added where there was no rail before (because there is no clear
pattern of handrails being original to houses, or a lack thereof, to demonstrate a consistent, characteristic aspect of
Kensington’s historic houses}); or indeed, whether they were constructed with benefit of required permitting, or not.

* |n our case, the existing original porch handrail, bottom rail, and balusters are relatively substantial in profile as
compared with typical stock wood porch rails today. We propose a solution for the porch stair that balances
differentiation with compatibility, using stock wood rail components and baluster spacing that are dimensionally
different enough to be readily distinguishable from the original porch rail such that there can be no confusion as to
whether the new raif was of a different period. This rail would be “compatible with the historic materials, features,
size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the Integrity of the property and its environment”. We believe
that none of the minirmalist rails we've viewed would be a worthy addition in terms of compatibility and believe
further that such an addition as we’ve seen on several other primary resources’ porch stairs would detract from the
architectural integrity of the existing house. Accordingly, we ask the HPC to approve the balanced solution we seek.



jim cooper
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Existing porch rail assembly component
dimensions in section:

Handrail: 3 3" wide x 3 %" high
Balusters: 1” w x 1 3/8” deep
Bottom rail: 3" wide x 3 ¥” high

Proposed perch rail assembly component
dimensions:

Handrail: 3" wide x 1 7/8" high
Balusters: 1” wide x 1" deep
Bottomi rail: 1 3/4” deep x 3 5/8" high

Proposad Possible Handrail Profiles:

{1} Randrail: More curvilinear and in our
opinion more compatible with existing
porch handrail, but clearly
differentiated in dimension

{2) Handrail: More contemporary and more
differentiated from the original

{3) Bottom rail: More vertical in profile
than existing porch bettom rail
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