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MONTGOMERY COUNTY HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION 

STAFF REPORT 

Address: 14 Grafton St., Chevy Chase Meeting Date: 10/24/2018 

Resource: Contributing Resource Report Date: 10/17/2018 

Chevy Chase Village Historic District 

Public Notice: 10/10/2018 

Applicant: Nicole Vanasse and James Guerra 

Tax Credit: n/a 

Review: HAWP 

Staff: Dan Bruechert 

Case Number: 35/13-18FF 

PROPOSAL: Porch Railing Installation 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the HPC approve with one (1) condition the HAWP application: 

1. The proposed design of the proposed railing is appropriate, but the railing and its

members must be wood.

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 

SIGNIFICANCE: Contributing Resource to the Chevy Chase Village Historic District 

STYLE: Dutch Colonial Revival 

DATE: c.1892-1916 

Figure 1: 14 Grafton St. is located to the west of Chevy Chase Circle. 

BACKGROUND 

In 2012, the homeowner applied for a HAWP to construct a front gate (attached).  The 

description of work identified the gate as wood, however, the drawings included in the 

application identifies the material as Azek.  This HAWP was approved by consent without a 

hearing.  Because of the discrepancy between the applicant and Staff Report, Staff is unsure if it 
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was the HPC’s intent to approve Azex or wood for the proposed front gate.  Prior to the 

completion of this Staff Report, Staff was unable to recall the previous approval from archives 

and will attempt to do so prior to the HPC meeting. 

 

PROPOSAL 

The applicant proposes to install an Azek stair railing on the front porch.   

 

APPLICABLE GUIDELINES 

When reviewing alterations and additions or new construction within the Chevy Chase Village 

Historic District, decisions are guided by the Chevy Chase Village Historic District Design 

Guidelines (Design Guidelines) and Montgomery County Code Chapter 24A (Chapter 24A).  

 

Chevy Chase Village Historic District Guidelines  

The Guidelines break down specific projects into three levels of review - Lenient, Moderate and 

Strict Scrutiny.  

 

“Lenient Scrutiny” means that the emphasis of the review should be on issues of general 

massing and scale, and compatibility with the surrounding streetscape, and should allow for a 

very liberal interpretation of preservation rules.  Most changes should be permitted unless there 

are major problems with massing, scale or compatibility. 

 

“Moderate Scrutiny” involves a higher standard of review than “lenient scrutiny.”  Besides 

issues of massing, scale and compatibility, preserving the integrity of the resource is taken into 

account.  Alterations should be designed so that the altered structure still contributes to the 

district.  Use of compatible new materials, rather than the original building materials, should be 

permitted.  Planned changes should be compatible with the structure’s existing design, but 

should not be required to replicate its architectural style. 

 

“Strict Scrutiny” means that the planned changes should be reviewed to insure that the integrity 

of the significant exterior architectural or landscaping features and details is not compromised.  

However, strict scrutiny should not be “strict in theory but fatal in fact” i.e. it does not mean that 

there can be no changes but simply that the proposed changes should be reviewed with extra 

care. 

 

o Decks should be subject to moderate scrutiny if they are visible from the public right-

of-way, lenient scrutiny if they are not 

o Exterior trim (such as moldings on doors and windows) on contributing resources 

should be subject to moderate scrutiny if it is visible from the public right-of-way, 

lenient scrutiny if it is not.  Exterior trim on Outstanding resources should be subject 

to strict scrutiny if it is visible from the public right-of-way. 

o Porches should be subject to moderate scrutiny if they are visible from the public 

right-of-way, lenient scrutiny if they are not.  Enclosures of existing side and rear 

porches have occurred throughout the Village with little or no adverse impact on its 

character, and they should be permitted where compatibly designed. 

 

The Guidelines state five basic policies that should be adhered to, including: 



I.H 

3 

 

o Preserving the integrity of the Chevy Chase Village Historic District.  Any alterations 

should, at a minimum, perpetuate the ability to perceive the sense of time and place 

portrayed by the district. 

o Preserving the integrity of contributing structures. Alterations to should be designed 

in such a way that the altered structure still contributes to the district. 

o Maintaining the variety of architectural styles and the tradition of architectural 

excellence. 

o Design review emphasis should be restricted to changes that will be visible from the 

front or side public right-of-way, or that would be visible in the absence of vegetation 

or landscaping. 

o Alterations to the portion of a property that are not visible from the public-right-of-

way should be subject to a very lenient review.  Most changes to the rear of the 

properties should be approved as a matter of course. 

 

Montgomery County Code; Chapter 24A-8(b) 

A HAWP permit should be issued if the Commission finds that: 

1. The proposal will not substantially alter the exterior features of a historic site or historic 

resource within a historic district. 

2. The proposal is compatible in character and nature with the historical archaeological, 

architectural or cultural features of the historic site or the historic district in which a 

historic resource is located and would not be detrimental thereto of to the achievement of 

the purposes of this chapter. 

 

STAFF DISCUSSION 

The applicant proposes to construct a front porch handrail.  The proposal is for a “Pendleton” 

railing system, constructed out of Azek, 4’ (four feet) tall, with a 4” (four inch) square posts with 

a top cap, with 1 ¼” × 1 ½” (one-and-a-quarter inch by one-and-a-half inch) spindles set between 

the top and bottom rails.  The run of the railing will be sufficient to clear the four front steps to 

the front porch. 

 

Staff finds the placement and design of the railing to be compatible with the historic house and 

the surrounding district.  Staff has some reservations regarding the proposed material.  The HPC 

has typically required either wood or metal for hand railings on primary facades in the Chevy 

Chase Village Historic District.  This requirement is supported by the Guidelines that the 

property retain its integrity under “Moderate Scrutiny” and the policy of supporting design 

excellence throughout the district.  Staff’s recommendation is based on this informal precedent.  

Azek is a material that can be milled and have identical dimensions to wood that can also be 

painted, however, it does not develop the same patina that wood would.  This is why Azek can 

frequently be approved at the rear and in new construction but is often not appropriate on the 

primary façade. 

 

The HPC could, however, find that under Moderate Scrutiny Azek is a compatible new material 

on a new feature and should be approved as proposed.  The discrepancy between the previous 

Staff Report and application materials in the previous HAWP gives Staff some pause, but Staff 

believes that in instances such as this, Staff should adopt a more conservative approach absent a 

clear directions from the HPC.   
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends the HPC approve with one (1) condition the HAWP application;  

1. The proposed design of the proposed railing is appropriate, but the railing and its 

members must be wood. 

and with the general condition applicable to all Historic Area Work Permits that the applicant 

will present 3 permit sets of drawings to HPC staff for review and stamping prior to 

submission for permits (if applicable).  After issuance of the Montgomery County Department 

of Permitting Services (DPS) permit, the applicant will arrange for a field inspection by calling 

the DPS Field Services Office at 240-777-6370 prior to commencement of work and not more 

than two weeks following completion of work.  
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