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Preliminary Consultation 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION 

STAFF REPORT 

 

Address: 7700 Seven Locks Rd., Bethesda  Meeting Date: 2/26/2020 

 

Resource: Master Plan Site #29/39  Report Date: 2/19/2019 

 Gibson Grove AME Zion Church 

  Public Notice: 2/12/2019 

Applicant:  First Agape AME Zion Church  

 (Thomas Taltavull, Architect) Tax Credit: N/A 

     

Review: Preliminary Consultation Staff: Michael Kyne 

   

Case Number: N/A  

 

PROPOSAL: Demolition and stabilization 

 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 

 

Staff recommends that the applicants make any revisions based upon the HPC’s comments and return 

with a HAWP application. 

 

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION: 

 

SIGNIFICANCE:  Master Plan Site #29/39  

  Gibson Grove African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church  

DA TE:  1923 w/ 1979 Addition 

 

Excerpt from Places from the Past:  

 

29/39 Gibson Grove African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (1923)  

 

This church represents the historic Gibson Grove community of African-Americans established in 

the late 1800s. The church structure exemplifies a popular building type for modest rural 

churches with a oneroom block and off-center belfry.  

 

The Gibson Grove community grew out of land sales in the 1880s to black farm workers in the 

area. About 1885, J.D. W. Moore, white farmer and stone quarry operator, sold several five-acre 

lots to black families who had worked on his farm. Families included the Scotts, Carters, and the 

Jacksons. The namesake for the community was Sarah Gibson who donated part of her land for 

the establishment of a church and school, to provide the opportunity for blacks who worship and 

be educated near their homes. 

 

The Gibson Grove AME Zion Church was organized in l 898 when a log structure was built on 

the land donated by Sarah Gibson. This denomination was originally fonned in New York City in 

the early 1800s, after black members of a white Methodist congregation experienced 

discrimination. Gibson Grove is one of three AME Zion Churches known to have been formed in 

Montgomery County, the others being Scotland AME Zion, and Clinton AME Zion, in Rockville. 

The present church was constructed in 1923. 
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The building exemplifies a popular building form with its front facing gable and corner belfry. A 

rear frame ell was added in 1979.  

 

The church was damaged by fire in 2004 and by a fallen tree in July 2015. 

 

  
Fig. 1: Subject property. 

 

BACKGROUND: 

 

The applicants previously appeared before the Commission at the September 27, 2011 (preliminary 

consultation), June 13, 2012 (HAWP, continued), and September 2, 2015 (HAWP, continued) HPC 

meetings seeking partial or complete demolition of the church building. Specifics regarding those 

meetings and the previous proposals are detailed further in the Staff Discussion section of this report. 

 

PROPOSAL: 

 

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

 

• Removal/demolition of the 1979 addition and most of the 1923 church building, leaving the 

façade in place. 

 

APPLICABLE GUIDELINES: 

 

In accordance with section 1.5 of the Historic Preservation Commission Rules, Guidelines, and 

Procedures (Regulation No. 27-97) ("Regulations"), in developing its decision when reviewing a Historic 

Area Work Permit application for an undertaking at a Master Plan site the Commission uses section 24A-

8 of the Montgomery County Code ("Chapter 24A"), the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for 

Rehabilitation ("Standards"), and pertinent guidance in applicable master plans. The pertinent 

information in these documents, incorporated in their entirety by reference herein, is outline below. 

 

Montgomery County Code; Chapter 24A-8 
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(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 

 

(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 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; 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) It is not the intent of this chapter to limit new construction, alteration or repairs to any 1 period or 

architectural style. 

Secretary of the 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, alterations, and additions while preserving those portions or features, 

which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural values.”  Because the property is a Master Plan Site, 

the Commission’s focus in reviewing the proposal should be the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 

Rehabilitation. 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. 
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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 project 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 unimpaired. 

STAFF DISCUSSION: 

The applicants appeared before the Commission for a preliminary consultation at the September 27, 2011 

HPC meeting. At that meeting, the applicants presented several proposals to the HPC, including one for 

complete demolition of the church and construction of a new church, and one for demolition of the 1979 

addition and rehabilitation of the historic block. The Commission supported the demolition of the 1979 

addition and rehabilitation of the historic block, but not the demolition of the entire building. The 

Commission also offered conceptual support for proposed additions and alterations to the church and site, 

including a basement underneath the historic church and additional parking. 

 

The applicants returned for a HAWP at the June 13, 2012 HPC meeting. At that time, they proposed to 

remove the 1979 addition and rehabilitate the historic block, taking the Commission's previous 

recommendations and concerns into account. HPC staff recommended approval of that proposal with the 

following condition: "More detailed plans showing retaining walls, fences, railings, and all alterations to 

the building and site will be submitted to staff before final approval." The case was continued at that 

meeting because the applicants had not provided enough details about their proposal. Therefore, the 

HAWP was never approved. 

 

At the September 2, 2015 HPC meeting, the Commission heard a HAWP proposal to demolish and 

remove the entire church from the site. The applicants' new proposal was based upon the cumulative 
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damage caused by the 2004 fire, continued exposure to the elements over the years, and damage caused 

by a fallen tree in July 2015. At that time, staff recommended that only the historically insignificant 1979 

addition be removed. Staff’s recommendation was based upon a site visit to view the condition of the 

church as well as an August 6, 2015 structural engineer’s report submitted by the applicants, which 

concluded that, “while portions of the existing structure might be used in a new structure, this is a 

situation in which recreation is more feasible than reuse." 

 

The Commission continued the HAWP application at the September 2, 2015 HPC meeting, suggesting 

that the applicants return with additional information to support complete demolition or an alternative 

plan, which preserves the character-defining features of the 1923 building. 

 

The applicants are now proposing removal/demolition of the 1979 addition and most of the 1923 church 

building, leaving the façade in place. The proposal will preserve the east end (front) of the 1923 church 

building, including the entrance, bell tower, and first 5’-6’. The remaining building will be stabilized and 

weatherproofed. In addition, all salvageable windows, wood siding, and trim will be stored for future 

reconstruction of the 1923 building. 

 

The applicants have provided an updated structural assessment dated April 19, 2018. The assessment 

found the east end (front) of the 1923 church building “relatively unscathed.” Consistent with the 

applicants’ current proposal, the assessment found that “the roof and wall framing of the entrance 

enclosure as well as the first 5' to 6' of the main structure (including the bell tower) remain upright, plumb 

and intact.” Further, the assessment states that “it is indeed possible to carefully detach this portion of the 

structure from the remainder of the structure for the purposes of re-integrating it into a replacement 

structure.” 

 

Regarding recommendations, the assessment concludes: 

 

Assuming that complete demolition is deemed to be unacceptable, we strongly recommend that 

only the entrance enclosure and the first 5' to 6' of the main structure (including the bell tower) be 

saved, and that the remainder of the structured be demolished. In addition, the exterior cladding 

of the portion to be saved (i.e., the asbestos wall tiles and severely compromised asphalt roof 

shingles) should be removed in its entirety due to health and material degradation reasons. In 

other words, only the underlying wood framing elements should be re-integrated into the 

replacement structure. 

 

Given the information provided in the April 19, 2018 structural assessment, staff supports the applicants’ 

proposal. When submitting a formal HAWP application, the applicants should include a complete 

stabilization plan, fully detailing how the remaining east end of the 1923 church building will be 

stabilized and weatherproofed. Additional information should also be provided regarding the means by 

which the existing building dimensions will be documented and how the retained windows, siding, and 

trim will be stored. 

 

Staff asks the Commission to provide any additional guidance regarding the appropriateness of the 

proposal as well as any recommendations regarding the stabilization of the east end of the 1923 church 

building and/or storage of the retained materials. 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 

 

Staff recommends that the applicants make any revisions based upon the HPC’s comments and return 

with a HAWP application. 
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