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M i k e  H o l b r o o k

Materials and Building Methods That Preserve Your Home’s History
Preserving , resto ring  o r renovating  an  old bu ild ing  poses m any challenges an d  u su ­
ally requires a h igh co m m itm en t o f tim e, energy and money. W hether you’re doing 
m in o r repairs, m ajor renovations, or a certified h istoric rehabilitation , you’ll need 
to  give serious consideration  to  the  m aterials used an d  the ir m ethods o f in s ta lla ­
tion . U sing the  right m aterials an d  m ethods is key to  the p ro ject’s success and  will 
affect costs and  d urab ility  o f the  finished product. Generally, the  arch itect will 
specify (choose) the  p roducts, w hile the  co n tracto r is responsible for the  m eans and 
m ethods o f co nstruc tion .

M odern  technology, new  m aterial types, and tradesm en skill levels have changed 
the  way bu ild ings are co nstruc ted  today. New technology, however, is no t always 
com patib le w ith  h isto ric  build ings. M odern  brick  and m ortar, for exam ple, are 
h a rd e r an d  m ore w ater resistant th a n  th e ir h istoric co un te rpa rts , bu t using them  
in com bina tion  w ith  old h an d -m ad e  brick  and lim e p u tty  m o rta r  on an ex terior 
wall can  be a recipe for disaster. M odern  P ortlan d  cem ent m o rta r cures m uch 
too  h a rd  an d  w ill often  cause serious dam age to the  m uch softer h istoric brick. 
U nfortunately , m any  o f the  m aterials orig inally  used on h isto ric  bu ild ings are not 
w idely available today. O ld -g ro w th  forests th a t yielded tight, stra ight g rain  w ood 
are all b u t depleted, and orig inal m aterials th a t are now  salvaged from  dem olition  
projects to  be re -used  on h istoric build ings often  carry  an expensive price tag.

T here are superior m an ufac tu red  bu ild ing  p roducts today, bu t m any o f these new 
p rod u cts  are inappropriate  for use in h istoric build ings. No dou b t vinyl siding, fi
be r-cem en t bo a rd  (H ard ie  board) and  even plastic com posites require less m a in te ­
nance th a n  the  trad itio n a l w ood siding and trim . But th e ir use on h istoric build ings 
w ould generally be inappropriate  an d  generally no t acceptable to  an h istoric review
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com m ission . In co rp o ra ting  new  w indow s in to  an  h isto ric  bu ild ing  also presents a 
challenge. R eplacem ent w indow s are available in ev ery th ing  from  trad itio na l wood 
to a lu m inu m  and  v iny l-c lad  w ood an d  100 percen t vinyl an d  fiberglass products.

Again, except for w ood, these p rodu cts , w ith  few excep­
tions, m igh t not be ap propria te  for h isto ric  restoration  
projects or acceptable to  h is to ric  com m issions. Fiberglass 
an d  stam ped  m etal panel doors found  at m ost hom e ce n ­
ters m igh t also be inappropriate .

In  m any  ways, thou gh , m od ern  m ateria ls and  technology 
can  m ake restoration  easier an d  offer be tter perform ance 

over conventional m aterials. P o ly urethane floor finishes, for exam ple, are superior 
to the o ld -tim e  varn ishes an d  give the  luster o f au then tic  oils. Latex (100 percent 
acrylic) pa in t is m uch  b e tte r suited and will generally last longer on  ex terio r wood 
tr im  and  siding th a n  o lder o il-based  pain ts. A nd latex p a in t is a b e tte r choice for 
p laster walls and  ceilings th a n  oil. However, alkyd oil p a in t for in te rio r tr im  is still 
p referred  for its au then tic  look, sm oo th  luster an d  d u rab ility  over latex. New roo f­
ing m aterials are perhaps the  m ajor d ep a rtu re  from  trad itio n a l m aterials tha t are 
nevertheless often  considered appro pria te  and  acceptable to  h isto ric  com m issions’ 
review. M odern roofing products such as lam inated  asphalt shingles (architectural or 
d im ensional) and plastic and fiberglass com posites, w hich m im ic the look o f slate and 
wood shake shingles, are finding wide acceptance in historic projects, partly  because 
o f the relatively inexpensive cost com pared to au thentic slate, w ood shake or stam ped 
and standing  seam  m etal roofing. Plaster walls have all but gone away in favor o f 
gypsum  wall board  (often referred to as dryw all o r Sheetrock) because o f ease o f 
installa tion , value, and the problem  of finding skilled plaster m asons. Dryw all m ight 
not be appropriate in a certified historic rehabilitation project, however.

But before considering  specific m aterials, you an d  your professional team  m ust 
m ake a decision about your co m m itm en t to h istoric resto ration  o r rehabilita tion . 
Too often  renovation  projects th a t a ren ’t sensitive to  m ateria ls and  m ethods a c tu ­
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ally destroy  h isto ric  p roperties. M any 
ow ners, arch itects and  contractors today 
feel the  only approach  to  a d ir ty  ou tdated
b u ild in g  is to  gut the in te rio r to  bare studs and bu ild  anew. For today’s h o m eo w n­
ers, m ak ing  an  old house attractive, com fortable and energy efficient is the  goal o f 
m ost rehabilita tion . W hile m ost older hom es do require m ajor upgrades to  b ring  
th em  in to  the  21st century, to tal gu ttin g  o f a house can often  be a huge, u nn eces­
sary  an d  very expensive m istake. U nfortunately , th is  m e tho d  seems to  be preferred 
because design and co nstruc tio n  is m uch easier th a n  w orking a ro un d  existing 
elem ents. C ertain ly , th is  approach m akes it “easy” for arch itects an d  tradesm en 
because it allows for un res tric ted  space p lan n in g  as well as a way to correct any 
s tru c tu ra l defects since they can expose all s tru c tu ra l m em bers. P lum bing, heating  
an d  air co nd itio n in g  and  electrical upgrades are easy, and  ex terior walls can be 
read ily  b ro ug h t up  to cu rren t energy standards.

T his g u ttin g  an d  rebuild ing  is the  m ost costly approach to renovation, however, 
an d  is definitely N O T preservation; indeed, it can hard ly  be called restoration . 
W hile the  ex terio r walls m ay rem ain  in tac t and  the  street face m ay rem ain  largely 
unchanged , the  g u ttin g  approach should  be called “tax iderm y preservation .” O nly 
the  outside “sk in” rem ains. It looks like p reservation  o r restoration  on the  outside, 
bu t the  o rig ina l life o f the house is gone (and m uch o f the  character as well).

In alm ost every case, insta lling  new electrical, p lum bing  an d  HVAC system s does 
not require  gu tting . A nd, in alm ost every case, gu ttin g  will in itia te  the fu ll en force­
m ent o f cu rren t bu ild ing  codes an d  standards. For exam ple, consider a hom e tha t 
has a period  V ictorian  staircase w ith  a 30 -inch  high balustrade th a t needs repair. If 
the  bu ild er sim ply repairs the  balustrade, the ba lustrad e is likely to  rem ain . But if 
the  ba lustrad e  is rem oved to  relocate the  staircase, the bu ilder m ay have to  m eet the 
cu rren t co de-requ ired  height o f 42 inches, thus destroying the  h istoric V ictorian 
elem ent. Generally, any p a rt o f an  existing bu ild ing  tha t is no t d irec tly  affected by 
the  renovation  m ay be grand fa thered  and rem ain  in use. This can also apply to any
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m echanical, p lum bing  o r electrical elem ent.

M any builders will recom m en d replacing p laster walls w ith  “S heetrock” so th a t 
piping, w iring o r in su la tio n  can be easily installed. P laster walls, however, do  not 
have to  be ripped  ou t to  get piping, w iring  o r in su la tio n  in the  wall. Even p ortion s 
o f beaded b oard  on walls an d  ceiling can be rem oved an d  easily replaced. T here are 
m any effective techniques renovators can use to upgrade system s in an  old house 
w ithou t com prom ising  its h isto ric  integrity.

P l u m b i n g  c a n  o f t e n  b e  u p g r a d e d  w i t h  o n l y  s m a l l  p o r t i o n s  o f  a p l a s t e r  w a l l  

r e m o v e d  f o r  a c c e s s .

N e w  e l e c t r i c a l  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  c a b l e s  c a n  b e  s n a k e d  b e t w e e n  s t u d s  

a n d  j o i s t s  t o  u p g r a d e  e x i s t i n g  w i r i n g  o r  t o  a d d  n e w  d e v i c e s  w i t h o u t  d e s t r o y i n g  

t h e  w a l l s  a n d  c e i l i n g s .

N e w  m e c h a n i c a l  s y s t e m s  e x i s t  t h a t  r e q u i r e  o n l y  2- i n c h  d u c t s  t h a t  c a n  e a s i l y  

b e  f i t t e d  b e t w e e n  f l o o r s ,  w a l l s  a n d  c e i l i n g s .

W i n d o w s  can be upgraded  w ith new insu lated  sashes an d  balances w ith ou t 
the expense o f b o th  in te rio r an d  ex terio r repa ir w ork needed for wholesale 
w indow  replacem ent. T he ex isting jam bs and in te rio r an d  ex terior tr im  re ­
m ain  in place, saving tim e, costs, an d  m ost im p o rtan t, o ften  the orig inal trim . 
Space-age polym er w ood fillers are available today to re-conso lida te  ro tten , 
dam aged w ood w ith ou t wholesale replacem ent.

I n s u l a t i o n  can  be “ blow n” in to  wall cavities by b o ring  2- 3 -inch  holes 
betw een each stud  o r joist. W hile p rov id ing  the  cu sto m ary  insu la ting  q u a li­
ties, b low n -in  insu la tion  can also provide an  effective air b a rrie r because it’s so 
tigh tly  packed. In  fact, b lo w n-in  cellulose offers th e  ad d itiona l benefit o f being 
verm in  repellant.

S a g g i n g  f l o o r s  a n d  w a l l s  can be jacked up slowly— over a period  o f a few 
weeks — w ith o u t doing serious dam age to  p laster an d  stru c tu re .
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P l a s t e r  w a l l s  a n d  c e i l i n g s  can then  be patched and  repaired  for a seam ­
less appearance. Polym er m odified “p a in ts” along w ith  a fabric scrim  can be 
applied to p laster to  bridge an d  cover cracks w ithou t having to rem ove and 
replace w ith  d ry  wall. An added benefit o f keeping plaster walls and 
ceiling is the  capacity o f the  cem ent to  act as a “the rm al m ass” h e lp ­
ing to  m oderate  tem pera tu re  swings, and  thu s  provid ing a m ore 
com fortab le  hom e.

A “ v a p o r  b a r r i e r ”  can be achieved by applying a “p e rm -ra te d ” 
p rim er on the in te rio r walls an d  ceilings.

R e m o v i n g  i n t e r i o r  d o o r s  o r  p o r t i o n s  o f  w a l l s  to  enhance 
circu la tion  betw een ad join ing spaces can give an old hom e an open, 
a iry  feel w ith ou t destroying the  charm  and character o f the original 
floor plan.

These are b u t a few techniques th a t will allow TOTAL system s upgrade 
w hile re ta in in g  m ost o f the original in te rio r elem ents. Instead o f g u t­
ting , consider leaving as m uch o f the  orig inal in te rio r walls as possible.
C an m ak ing  an old house look like a new house inside really do 
justice to  its heritage?
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