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Preliminary Consultation 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION 

STAFF REPORT 

Address: 9925 Sutherland Rd., Silver Spring Meeting Date: 1/9/2019 

Resource: Contributing Resource  Report Date: 1/2/2019 

Polychrome Historic District 

Applicant: Thomas Bass (Teresa Frizzell, Agent) Public Notice: 12/26/2018 

Review: Preliminary Consultation Staff: Dan Bruechert  

Proposal: Retroactive Window and Door Replacement, and Additional Alterations 

RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the applicant make revisions to the design based on the feedback from 

Staff and the HPC and submit a second preliminary consultation as directed. 

PROPERTY DESCRIPTION 

SIGNIFICANCE: Contributing Resource to the Polychrome Historic District 

STYLE: Art Deco 

DATE: 1935 

The subject property is a two-story Art Deco styled house with a low-pitched pyramidal roof and 

concrete walls.   

From Places from the Past: 

“Master craftsman John Joseph Earley (1881-1945) built the five single family dwellings that 

comprise the Polychrome Historic District in 1934- 5. These unique houses are outstanding 

examples of the Art Deco style and reflect Earley’s artistry and craftsmanship. Earley developed 

and patented a process whereby conventional wood frames were clad with prefabricated mosaic 

concrete panels. The concrete was stripped to expose brilliantly colored aggregate particles, 

creating an effect similar to impressionist or pointillist painting. In addition to their striking, 

richly ornamented appearance, these houses represent a relatively rare example of precast 

concrete panel construction in single-family housing for the time period. Earley’s patented 

structural system led to widespread use of precast architectural concrete as a major exterior 

cladding material. The legacy of the Polychrome houses can be seen in thousands of curtain-wall 

buildings nationwide. In 1996, the historic district was listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places.  

The Polychrome houses are located on contiguous lots with adjoining back yards in a 

middle class suburban neighborhood in Silver Spring. Polychrome I was the prototype house, 

designed in collaboration with Washington architect J. R. Kennedy, and completed in 1934. 

Located on Colesville Road, Polychrome I is a one-story dwelling, with a detached garage. Its 

immediate neighbor Polychrome II, is also one story yet has an attached garage. The houses on 
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Sutherland Road are two stories tall with attached carports.” 

 

 
Figure 1: 9925 Sutherland Rd. is the furthest north of the three two-story houses in the Polychrome HD.  The two one-story 

houses front Colesville Rd. 
 

PROPOSAL 

Some of the work discussed in the proposal has already occurred, while other work is proposed, 

and the applicant seeks the HPC’s guidance before submitting the HAWP. 

 

The applicant proposes to: 

• Replace all the steel windows (retroactive); 

• Replace a section of glass block wall; 

• Replace two doors (retroactive for one door); and  

• Replace a section of infill siding. 

 

APPLICABLE GUIDELINES 

Proposed alterations to buildings in the Polychrome Historic District are reviewed under 

Montgomery County Code Chapter 24A (Chapter 24A) and the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation.  Rehabilitation is defined as the act or process of making possible a 

compatible use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving those 

portions or features, which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural values. 
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Montgomery County Code, Chapter 24A Historic Resources Preservation  

(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 

permit 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 nature 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 

 

Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved.  The removal of 

distinctive materials or alteration of features, space and spatial relationships that 

characterize a property will be avoided. 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced.  Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 

old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials.  Replacement of missing 

features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 
 

 

STAFF DISCUSSION 

The applicant proposes to replace the windows on the house, replace several doors, and to 

replace a section of glass block walls.  Staff recognizes the unique construction of the 

Polychrome houses and the materials employed creates a unique set of issues for these buildings.  

Staff would also like to inform the HPC that this is the first of three houses in the Polychrome 

Historic District that will be in for HAWPs in relatively quick succession.  Some of the feedback 

may be specific to this house, while issues may be more widely applicable.  A DPS inspector 

visited the site on September 10, 2018 (Case No. 150598) to identify the violations that needed 

to be addressed, no legal action will be taken on these issues provided the applicant continue to 

work with historic preservation Staff and the HPC to correct any outstanding issues. 

 

Windows 

The historic steel casement windows were removed by the applicant prior to submission of this 

preliminary consultation.  This Google StreetView image (below) from October 2017 shows the 

house with its historic windows installed.  Even though the applicant has already replaced the 

windows the HPC is supposed to evaluate the proposal as though no work has taken place.  The 

applicant further proposes to remove the casement windows in the carport on the south and west 

elevations.  These windows, while not original to the house, were installed in a patterns and 
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material to match the historic steel casement windows.  The windows in the carport have not 

been replaced.  

 

 
Figure 2: Image from October 2017 of the house with its steel casement windows. 
 

Staff has met with the applicant on site and evaluated the house only after the windows were 

replaced with the sliding vinyl windows.  The steel windows were installed with three vertical 

divisions with nine-lite windows on the first floor and twelve-lite windows on the second floor.  

The horizontal lines on the concrete façade connect the windows to one another.  Staff finds that 

the windows were an integral part of the design of the house and a character defining 

architectural element. The windows must be retained or replaced in-kind. 

 

The windows installed in the historic openings are vinyl, single-lite slider windows.  The 

applicant used the house at 9919 Sutherland as a precedent, however, those replacement 

windows were installed prior to the establishment of the district in 1985 and were never subject 

to HPC review.  Staff finds that the vinyl windows are inappropriate, and Staff recommends 

denial of this alteration under 24A-8(a) and Standards 2 and 6.   

 

As these windows are already installed, Staff’s initial evaluation was whether the installed 

windows could be retrofitted to be compatible with the historic character of the house.  

Unfortunately, Staff was unable to come up with a solution that would work for these windows 

given that their material, size, style, and compatibility with the defining architectural 

characteristics of the house cannot be reconciled. Staff can only recommend their removal and 

replacement with a compatible window. 

 

Staff finds that only a window that matches the configuration of the historic windows can 

comply with Chapter 24A-8(b)(1) and Standard 2.  Staff recognizes that this will likely require a 

custom window, however, this window will be a replacement that matches the historic 

appearance and could be considered for the County’s Historic Preservation Tax Credit program.  

Staff finds that the window installed in the historic openings should be metal but request the 

HPC’s feedback as to whether steel is required or if an aluminum window would be acceptable.  

4



II.A 

 

 

The framing of an aluminum window will be larger than the steel window.  This is an issue the 

HPC has addressed occasionally, but not in a house where with window design was integrated to 

the decorative features of the building façade to this degree.  Staff recommends the HPC request 

the applicant to research compatible replacement windows made from aluminum and steel and 

return with detailed specifications for multiple window types for evaluation. The future 

submission must also include detailed photographs and at least one drawing showing the existing 

windows on the adjacent houses that the applicant will be attempting to replicate as closely as 

possible.  

 

Glass Block Wall Replacement 

On the north wall there is a large section of glass block adjacent to the dining area. This 

elevation of the house is obscured by mature trees but is otherwise highly visible from the right-

of-way. The glass blocks are 4” × 4” (four inches square), which is a size that is no longer 

manufactured.  Based on variation in color, it appears that some of the blocks were replaced after 

construction.  Over time water has infiltrated the glass blocks and the freeze/thaw cycle has 

broken almost 100% of the blocks which creates an issue of both appearance and building 

efficiency.  Because of the pre-fabricated nature of construction for the Polychrome houses, 

these glass blocks were installed in a pre-cast opening, flush with the exterior wall, without the 

benefit of any flashing and its current state was all but inevitable.  Staff has observed significant 

damage to the glass block wall the other two-story Polychrome houses, but is unable to assess 

the degree of damage of that wall without an interior investigation.  Staff finds that these glass 

blocks have deteriorated beyond repair and will need to be replaced. It is extraordinarily difficult, 

based on Staff research and experience, to locate historic glass block that would be an exact 

match. As no matching replacement glass blocks are available, Staff has a recommendation for 

an appropriate solution to this section of wall.  The applicant could install a contemporary 8” × 

8” (eight-inch square) glass block in the existing opening.  This would result in a similar 

appearance, albeit with large blocks, and could be installed in a manner that protects the blocks 

from water infiltration.  A glass with a similar texture to the historic glass could be identified to 

make the appearance even more compatible.  Staff recommends that the applicant research 

modern replacement glass blocks and return with specifications for review.  

 

The applicant proposes to remove the glass block wall and install a set of sliding glass doors. 

Staff finds that these doors are an inappropriate design for as they are incompatible with the Art 

Deco style of the house and with the character of the glass block wall. They also introduce a door 

into what has always been a fixed window opening on the historic house. Staff recommends 

denial of this alteration under 24A-8(a) and Standards 2 and 6.   

 

Door Replacement 

The applicant proposes to replace the rear door to the enclosed carport with a door that matches 

the rear half-lite door.  The door at the rear of the carport appears to be a hollow core, flush door.  

It is a modern door, and Staff finds that its removal is appropriate. 

 

The applicant proposes replacing this rear door with a nine-lite door that appears to be steel, 

though no specifications were provided with the accompanying image.  It is a door that was 

installed on the rear wall in a historic opening.  [After a review of HAWPs in the Polychrome 

district, it appears as though this door was replaced without a HAWP and needs to be addressed 
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retroactively when a HAWP is presented.  Staff cannot determine what door was in this opening 

prior to our initial review of the house in October 2018 and requests the applicant address this at 

the preliminary consultation.]  The photographs from Staff’s files show that the house 

historically had full-lite French doors at the rear and a more utilitarian half-lite door at the 

carport (the photo below shows 9923 Sutherland, Staff is using this photograph because the 

windows and doors are more visible than the 1993 photo of the subject property).  Staff finds that 

the door proposed for the carport is appropriate, as it is a later change to the building and was 

never detailed to match the high-style Art Deco detailing found in the rest of the house.   

 

Staff would, however, like to have the HPC’s feedback on the appropriateness of the identified 

door in the rear openings.  Staff finds that a multi-lite door, even in wood, would be acceptable, 

but that the half-lite door is out of character with the historic building.   

 

 
Figure 3: A 1993 photo showing the rear of 9923 Sutherland Rd. 

Staff requests the HPC provide feedback on the appropriateness of the door identified for the 

carport and for the door installed in the historic opening. 

 

Siding Replacement 

At some point T1-11 siding was installed to close in the carports of all of the two-story 

Polychrome houses.  Staff suspects this was done shortly after their construction, because the 

steel casement windows that were installed match the historic windows in design and 

configuration, however County files do not provide any record of when this occurred.  The 

applicant proposes to remove the windows and T1-11 siding and install vinyl siding in these 

openings.  The applicant cites the house at 9919 Sutherland Rd. as a precedent for this.  Staff has 

searched internal records and has not found an HPC approval for this work.  Photos of the houses 

that pre-date the district show the house at 9919 Sutherland had replacement windows and siding 

prior to district designation.   

 

Staff finds that vinyl is an inappropriate material on these houses and would not support approval 

for a HAWP.  Vinyl is frequently too shiny and does not age or take paint which make it 
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incompatible in this location.  Staff finds that either replacing the T1-11 in-kind or using a fiber 

cement, like Hardi vertical siding would provide the texture and appearance consistent with the 

historic appearance.  The Hardi siding would likely last longer than the T1-11, but would not be 

eligible for the County Tax Credit.   

 

Staff recommends that the applicant complete a condition assessment of the windows and obtain 

a recommendation from a qualified window restoration specialist as to whether these windows 

are beyond repair.  Repairing the windows would qualify for tax credits and would be consistent 

with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 2, 5, and 6. 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS 

Staff recommends that the applicant make revisions to the design based on the feedback from 

Staff and the HPC and submit materials for a second preliminary consultation as directed.  
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