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 HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

 
 
The Harwich Historic District Commission supports a property owner’s efforts to preserve and improve their property and can 
guide them on historical appropriateness.  Accordingly, this notebook serves a dual purpose.  First, it is a compilation of the 
design review guidelines used in the administration of the Harwich Historic District and second, it provides Harwich property 
owners located there and elsewhere in town with information on the preservation, repair, and restoration of historic properties.   
 
The guidelines listed on the following pages have been voted upon and approved by members of the Harwich Historic District 
Commission.  While they establish the context in which changes to buildings in the Harwich's Historic District will be reviewed, 
they are meant to be applied on a case-by-case basis.  Since circumstances vary from property to property, the Commission allows 
for a certain amount of flexibility.  It is important to remember, however,  property owners should consult the Commission early 
in their planning and CERTAINLY BEFORE making any changes to their properties.  In the long run, this will make the process 
smoother both for the applicant and the Commission. 
 
The Harwich  Historic District Commission is a volunteer board of Harwich residents appointed by the Selectmen.  Design review 
by the Harwich Historic District Commission is mandated under Chapter 40C of the Massachusetts General Laws and the 
Harwich Historic District by-law. The Commission is responsible for the review and approval of all proposed exterior alterations 
to properties located in the Harwich Historic District.  A local historic district is an area with specific boundaries that has been 
recognized for its historically and architecturally significant quality.  A person commencing or completing work to the exterior of 
a building in an historic district without the necessary approval of the Commission is subject to fines of up to $500 per day from 
the date of violation.  The Commission is not responsible for an owner's neglect to inquire about permits and approvals 
additionally required under other Harwich by-laws.  All records are public and we will confidentially assist you if you have 
specific concerns. 
 
The property owner must receive Commission approval before undertaking work.  There are three types of Certificates that 
constitute approval: 
 
A Certificate of Appropriateness is required for changes visible from a public way.  A representative from the commission will 

determine that which is visible or not visible.  Examples of changes include but are not limited to the following: 
 
 1. Additions, new construction, and alterations.  Alterations may include changes in design, material, color or outward 

appearance of the structure including, but not limited to, doors, walls, fences, entrances, gutters, railings, roofs, 
chimneys, porches/decks, skylights, windows and exterior staircases. 

 2. Removal of any features (i.e. shutters, porches, siding, windows, fences, railings, doors, chimneys, etc). 
 3. Demolition including structural, walls, fences, exterior staircases, garages, sheds, etc. 
 4. Paint colors (including windows, doors, porches & storms, etc.), satellite dishes, solar panels. 
 5. Roof color and materials. 
 6. Free standing light posts/fixtures. Signs and sign-posts.  Note: Signs must also conform to the Town of Harwich sign 

ordinance. 
 
A Certificate of Hardship is used for the same type of changes as a Certificate of Appropriateness.  It can only be issued when a 

Certificate of Appropriateness would be denied as inappropriate and such denial will involve a substantial hardship, financial 
or otherwise, to the applicant.  Approval of a Certificate of Hardship must not affect the historic district in general, must be 
without substantial detriment to the public welfare and must not cause departure from the intent and purposes of the Historic 
Districts Act.  The Commission will not approve a Certificate of Hardship in instances where the hardship was self-created 
(i.e. financial burden to undo work performed that had not been approved by the Commission). 

 
A Certificate of Non-Applicability is a way of acknowledging that a Certificate of Appropriateness is not required for the work 

being performed.  This certificate, along with the pictures to be taken, protects the property owner from questions about 
changes have been made without authorization.  A Certificate of Non-Applicability is required for the following: 

 
1. Additions, alterations or new construction not visible from a public way, public street or public park.  A representative 

from the Commission will determine that which is visible or not visible. 
2. Ordinary maintenance, repair or replacement of any exterior architectural feature that is damaged or worn provided the 

work does not involve a change in design, material, color, or outward appearance. 
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ALTHOUGH THE HISTORIC DISTRICT ACT MAKES PROVISIONS FOR EXCLUDING CERTAIN ARCHITECTURAL 
FEATURES, BUILDINGS AND APPURTENANCES FROM COMMISSION JURISDICTION, THE TOWN OF HARWICH 
HAS YET TO EXEMPT SUCH PROJECTS FROM COMMISSION REVIEW.  THE COMMISSION CURRENTLY 
RETAINS JURISDICTION  OVER THE FOLLOWING: 
 

1. Terraces, walks, driveway materials, sidewalks and similar structures provided that any structure is substantially at grade 
level.  

2. Temporary structures or signs, subject, however, only to such conditions as to duration or use, location, lighting, removal 
and similar matters as the Commission may reasonably specify. 

3. The reconstruction, substantially similar in exterior design, of a building, structure, or exterior architectural features 
damaged or destroyed by fire, storm or other disaster, provided such reconstruction is begun within one year thereafter 
and carried forward with due diligence. 

4. Storms doors, storm windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures attached to the building, antennae and 
similar appurtenances.   

 
NOTE: The Massachusetts Historic District Acts does not apply to interior work that does not affect the exterior in material, 
design or outward appearance or landscaping (See also Procedures, paragraph H, at page 5).  
 
Through these guidelines, the Commission works to preserve and protect the distinctive characteristics of buildings and sites 
within the Harwich Historic District, to maintain and improve the settings of these buildings, and to encourage new design 
compatible with existing structures.  The guidelines are based on the Secretary of Interior's Standards of Rehabilitation which 
encourage the retention of existing historic materials and architectural features whenever possible.  When replacement is 
necessary, new materials should be historically appropriate.  New building elements should be designed with architectural 
compatibility in mind so that the harmonious exterior relationships of a given building or buildings are preserved. 
 
In addition to the Secretary of Interior's Standards, the Commission's guidelines reflect Harwich's architectural traditions so as to 
encourage preservation of those elements that make Harwich unique. 
 
The Commission makes a clear distinction between changes which would be appropriate for the principal elevations of a building 
and those acceptable at rear, private, "family-living" sections.  Intrusive contemporary features should be avoided on the front 
facade and where visibility from public ways is high.  Since, historically, rear elevations were altered over time to meet changing 
family needs, modern day alterations - skylights, greenhouse windows, French doors, decks - should be restricted to the less 
important facades of the house.  In this way, the contemporary needs of Harwich's property owners can be served without 
compromising the architectural integrity of Harwich’s buildings and streetscapes. 
 
While contractors may be knowledgeable of their crafts, they may not know exactly what the property owner wants unless they 
are told.  Also, they may not be experienced in working on historic buildings.  It is the property owner who should decide what 
type of work is most appropriate for his house.   
 
The Commission urges property owners to use this notebook as a means of becoming more informed and more involved in the 
repair and restoration process.  The Commission supports your efforts to improve your property and can guide you on historical 
appropriateness.  For your information, a town-wide architectural inventory and a survey of the properties within the Historic 
District are available for copying by contacting the Commission. 
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 PROCEDURES FOR FILING APPLICATIONS 
  
 

A. Be prepared to apply for approvals well in advance of commencing any exterior work.  Before making any changes to 
the exterior of a property in an historic district, the owner should call the Commission or visit the Harwich Building and 
Planning Departments to discuss proposed alterations and to determine the category of the application (Appropriateness, 
Hardship or Non-Applicability). 

B. The Commission usually meets on the fourth Thursday of each month and notices are posted at Town Hall across from 
the Clerk’s Office on the ground floor.  The meetings are usually held in the Selectmen’s Library at Town Hall, 732 
Main Street, and begin at 7:15 p.m.  All meetings are open to the public and any person is entitled to appear and be heard 
on any matter before the Commission before it reaches a decision. 

C. All applications for Certificates of Appropriateness or Hardship require a public hearing and an official notice of the 
hearing must be posted with the Town Clerk 14 days before the hearing: abutters must be notified in writing.  
Applications are filed with the Building Department where staff will notify the Town Clerk and abutters.  Applications 
for Certificates of Appropriateness or Hardship must be received by 3:00 p.m. on the Friday no later than 21 days before 
the meeting in order to meet newspaper-publishing deadlines and provide 14 days prior notice of the hearing agenda.  A 
public hearing is not required for a Certificate of Non-Applicability and may be issued by the Commission after the 
Applicant obtains signatures of approval from at least one officer and another member of the Commission. 

D. There is no fee for any application.  Applications are the responsibility of the property owner.  Upon request by the 
owner in writing, a waiver of the owner's appearance may be granted at the Commission’s discretion.  

E. All applications must include photographs of sufficient number and quality to adequately document existing 
conditions.  Prior to the meeting, a representative of the Commission may also take pictures of the property from the 
public way.  It is not necessary that the applicant be at home or present on that occasion. 

F. .An application will not be considered complete unless all work items are thoroughly described on scaled drawings 
and include specifications regarding dimensions, materials, and any other information needed for the Commission to 
visualize the changes in order to make a determination.  Applications for paint colors should include a paint chip or 
chart.  The following items are required, as applicable (See Application and Certificate Form): 

 
 1. Site plan showing location of improvements and all four set-backs and N/S/E/W orientation; 
 2. Elevation drawings of the specific improvements (but only for building construction projects): 
 3. Detailed drawings for features and signs (i.e. moldings, fence caps, cornices, vents, etc.); 
 4. Lists of Materials (i.e. wood, brick, etc.); and  
 5. Dimensions. 
 

G. At the hearing, the Commission will discuss the application with the Applicant or his representative, hear the abutters 
and take a vote.  Owners having professional consultants such as architects or contractors are urged to have them attend 
the hearing.  If the application is approved, a Certificate will be given in-hand to the Applicant and copies will be sent to 
the Town Clerk and Building Inspector.  Note: An application can be continued until the next meeting if the Commission 
deems necessary (i.e. Due to incomplete drawings, to perform a site visit, etc.).  In any case, the Commission must make 
a determination within 30 days from the date the application is received, unless the applicant waives that requirement in 
writing. 

H. A property owner or a contractor cannot receive a building permit unless (i) a Certificate of Appropriateness or Hardship 
has been issued; or (ii) the Applicant has obtained a certificate of Non-Applicability; or (iii) the Applicant has obtained a 
letter from the Commission stating that the change involved is not subject to the Commission's jurisdiction (See also, 
Note at page 4).  Please be sure to obtain appropriate permits from the Inspector of Buildings prior to commencing 
work. 

I. The homeowner may choose not to commence the work approved (unless it relates to resolving an outstanding 
violation).  Work commenced must be completed within one year from the Certificate date unless otherwise indicated.  
The Commission reserves the right to inspect the project to determine compliance with the conditions set forth in the 
Certificate issued. 
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 SECRETARY OF INTERIOR'S STANDARDS FOR REHABILITATION 
 U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service 
 Revised 1990 
 
The Secretary of the Interior is responsible for establishing standards for all national preservation programs under Departmental 
authority and for advising Federal agencies on the preservation of historic properties listed or eligible for listing in the National 
Register of Historic Places.  The Standards for Rehabilitation, a section of the Secretary's Standards for Historic Preservation 
Projects, address the most prevalent preservation treatment today: rehabilitation.   
 
Rehabilitation is defined as the process of returning a property to a state of utility, through repair or alteration, which makes 
possible an efficient contemporary use while preserving those portions and features of the property which are significant to its 
historic, architectural and cultural uses. 
 
The Standards that follow were originally published in 1977 and revised in 1990.  They pertain to historic buildings of all 
materials, construction types, sizes, and occupancy and encompass the exterior and the interior of historic buildings.  The 
Standards also encompass related landscape features and the building's site and environment as well as attached, adjacent or 
related new construction. 
 
The Standards are to be applied to specific rehabilitation projects in a reasonable manner, taking into consideration economic and 
technical feasibility. 
 
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 should 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 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 massing, size, scale and 
architectural features and 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. 

 
 
Note:  To be eligible for Federal tax incentives, a rehabilitation project must meet all ten Standards.
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 ADDRESSING VIOLATIONS: UNAPPROVED WORK COMPLETED 
  
 

RECEIVE COMPLAINT 

DETERMINE CATEGORY OF VIOLATION 

 
INSIGNIFICANT - Work that would be approved as is and requiring no building permit (e.g. painting, in kind maintenance or repairs of 
existing conditions). 
 
MINOR -  Work consisting of changes to existing conditions that would be approved (i.e., Certificate of Appropriateness), or work that 

is an in kind replacement.  Work that requires homeowner to submit application, but will likely result in approval as is. 
 
MAJOR -  (i) Work performed without Commission approval that has resulted in an inappropriate change to the existing conditions 

and will require additional work to resolve.   
 
   (ii) Work approved by the Commission but after (a) time period agreed upon or (b) one year from date of Certificate has 

lapsed, is in partial state of completion and therefore not as approved. 
 
      (iii) Work approved by the Commission but not completed as approved and requiring changes to make it as approved. 
 
EGREGIOUS - (I) A Major violation that has been outstanding for three (3) months after the Commission notified the owner of the violation 

and the owner has not commenced to mitigate the violation; 
 
   (ii) A Major violation that has been outstanding for six (6) months after the Commission notified the owner of the violation 

and the owner has not complete mitigation required by the Commission; 
 
   (iii) Inappropriate changes of important features, demolition, building additions or other new construction, replacement of 

windows, installation of skylights, installation of exterior stairs, removal of any historic features, siding replacement or any 
other action which the Commission deems to have a significantly detrimental effect on the architectural features of a building. 

  
STEP INSIGNIFICANT 

VIOLATION 
MINOR VIOLATION MAJOR VIOLATION 

1 SEND LETTER 
REQUIRING ALL 
FUTURE WORK BE 
APPLIED FOR. 

SEND LETTER TO APPLY.  ATTEMPT TO 
TELEPHONE IF WORK STILL UNDERWAY. 

SEND LETTER TO APPLY (OR COMPLETE 
OUTSTANDING WORK IF APPLICABLE).  
HAVE B.I. ISSUE CEASE & DESIST 
ORDER. 

2   OPTION:  COMMISSION MEMBER 
CONTACTS HOMEOWNER. 

AFTER 30 DAYS, SEND 2ND LETTER 
REQUIRING APPLICATION IN 15 DAYS, 
CC: CITY SOLICITOR.  HAVE B.I. ISSUE 
2ND C & D. 

3   AFTER 30 DAYS, SEND 2ND LETTER TO 
APPLY WITHIN 15 DAYS, CC: CITY 
SOLICITOR.  BUILDING INSPECTOR 
NOTIFIED IF APPLICABLE. 

AFTER 15 DAYS, SEND LETTER TO 
SOLICITOR REQUESTING 
ENFORCEMENT, CC: HOMEOWNER. 

4   AFTER 15 DAYS, SEND LETTER TO 
SOLICITOR REQUESTING ENFORCEMENT, 
CC: HOMEOWNER. 

AFTER 3 MONTHS FROM STEP 1, IF 
HOMEOWNER HAS NOT COMMENCED 
TO ADDRESS THE VIOLATION, 
COMMENCE PROCEDURES FOR 
EGREGIOUS VIOLATION. 

 
 



HARWICH HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION GUIDELINES NOTEBOOK 

8

 
 

THE FOLLOWING SECTION IS NOT YET ADOPTED  
AND IS UNDERGOING FURTHER DEVELOPMENT 

 
EGREGIOUS VIOLATIONS & 
PROCEDURES FOR USE OF RECORDED CLERK'S CERTIFICATES 
 
Clerk's Certificate as to Violation:  This Clerk's Certificate is to be used when the Commission decides that its order to perform or refrain from 
activities affecting property in an historic district remains unheeded.  This form of Clerk's Certificate is used only for egregious violations.  See 
discussion below on previous page of what constitutes an egregious violation. 

Step DESCRIPTION OF ACTION TIMING 

1 Commission determines that an egregious violation exists under the definition of these 
procedures.  Commission votes to (I) notify owner of intent to proceed with the 
requirements of these procedures for the issuance and recordation of a Clerk's Certificate as 
to Violation and (ii) place discussion on upcoming public meeting agenda*.  

  

2 Commission (I) allows for public comment and (ii) may vote to proceed with the 
requirements of these procedures for the issuance and recordation of a Clerk's Certificate as 
to Violation. 

*At scheduled public meeting 

3 Commission notifies owner of continuing violation and intention to record Clerk's 
Certificate as to Violation by a date thirty days late. 

Within 10 days of Step 2 meeting. 

4 Clerk of Commission (I) completes and records Clerk's Certificate as to Violation and (ii) 
mails a copy of same to owner. 

After 30 days of Step 3. 

5 Commission votes that violation has ceased. When outstanding work or work 
in violation is addressed to the 
satisfaction of the Commission. 

6 Clerk of the Commission (I) collects recording fees for Clerk's Certificate as to Violation 
and Completion of Work ($20.00) from owner and (ii) records Clerk's Certificate as to 
Completion of Work. 

After Step 5. 

 
Clerk's Certificate as to Outstanding Work:  This Clerk's Certificate is to be used when (I) the Commission enters into an arrangement with an 
owner of property in an Historic District under which the Commission agrees to allow a continuing violation for a specified period or (ii) when 
the Commission has been requested to allow work to be performed under an application for a Certificate of Appropriateness or Certificate of 
Hardship and, as a condition of allowing such work to proceed, the Commission has required that the work be done within a specified period.  
The use of this form of Clerk's Certificate is not to be restricted to egregious violations, but may be used as the Commission deems appropriate. 

Step DESCRIPTION OF ACTION TIMING 

1 Owner has come before the Commission on a violation, egregious or not egregious, or in 
connection with an application for a Certificate of Hardship or Certificate of 
Appropriateness.  Commission votes to (I) agree to (a) allow continuing violation for a 
specified period of time (b) or, as a condition of granting the requested Certificate of 
Hardship or Certificate of Appropriateness, to grant the application provided the work be 
completed within a specified period of time, and (ii) proceed with the requirements of these 
procedures for the issuance and recordation of a Clerk's Certificate as to Outstanding Work. 

  

2 Clerk of Commission (I) completes and records Clerk's Certificate as to Outstanding Work, 
(ii) and gives a copy of same to owner. 

After Step 1 meeting. 

3 Commission votes that required work is complete. When outstanding work or work 
in violation is addressed to the 
satisfaction of the Commission. 

4 Clerk of Commission (I) collects recording fees for Clerk's Certificate as to Outstanding 
Work and Completion of Work ($20.00) from owner and (ii) records Clerk's Certificate as to 
Completion of Work. 

After Step 3. 

 
Clerk's Certificate as to Completion of Work:  This Clerk's Certificate is to be recorded with the land records to reflect that a violation under a 
Clerk's Certificate as to Violation has ceased or that outstanding work so described in a Clerk's Certificate as to Outstanding Work has been 
completed.  This form of Clerk's Certificate clears the title of the property. 
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 ARCHITECTURAL TRIM AND SIDING 
  
 
Harwich  Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 

1. Trim work is an essential part of a building's architectural character.  Features such as cornices, brackets, window 
moldings, doorway pediments, corner quoins, and all other decorative elements should be retained. 

 
2. Original siding material should be retained whenever possible. 

 
3. Deteriorated material should be repaired or replaced, where necessary, with new material that duplicates the original as 

closely as possible 
 

4. Appropriate siding materials in Harwich's Historic District are clapboards, cedar shingles and flush or rusticated 
boarding.  Pressed board siding is not recommended. (See Massachusetts Historical Commission  Survey). 

 
5. Wood shingles are only appropriate for exterior cladding if they were used as an original siding material such as on some 

Queen Anne buildings.  Shaped shingles and shingle patterns of that period should be duplicated where repair and 
replacement are necessary. (See Massachusetts Historical Commission  Survey). 

 
6. Aluminum or synthetic sidings (such as vinyl and asphalt) or materials that were unavailable when a building was 

constructed are not appropriate for properties in Salem's historic districts and their installation will not be approved.  
Removal of such sidings is encouraged.  

 
7. If a house is to be re-clapboarded, the clapboards should line up to match the window heads and sills.  Clapboards should 

be applied smooth side exposed. 
 

8. The Commission recommends clear cedar or redwood.  White pine is generally not recommended unless quarter-sawn. 
 

9. See also the guidelines section entitled “Mechanical Equipment”. 
 
Harwich Architectural Traditions 
 
See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey. 
 
Siding:  Wood v. Aluminum or Vinyl 
 
While clapboards and trim establish the historic character of a house, aluminum and vinyl siding destroy its architectural integrity 
by encasing it in an artificial skin.  Often important ornamental details are removed because it is easier to install siding on flat 
surfaces, than to work around brackets, quoins, window casings, and door trim.  Thus siding reduces a house's three-dimensional 
appearance as it obscures original textures, materials and colors.  The number of nail holes required for installation will damage 
the clapboards; little care is given to existing surfaces since they will be covered up anyway. 
 
An insensitive choice of materials can exaggerate the problem.  For instance, siding with an 8" exposure is inappropriate for a 
house that formerly had 4" clapboards.  Also, the attempt to imitate wood by choosing siding with artificial graining makes the 
contrast between genuine and substitute materials even more obvious.  Synthetic sidings cannot hope to capture the richness and 
variety of real wood. 
 
Siding is usually installed for one of two reasons:  to mask existing problems or to reduce the maintenance cost of painting.  
While siding may cover a problem, it will not rectify it and may even accelerate existing causes of damage.  For instance, paint 
failure and clapboard damage are often caused by faulty gutters and downspouts.  If this drainage system is not repaired before 
installation, runoff water may get trapped behind the siding, causing even more damage. 
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Siding may create its own moisture problems.  Wood clapboards breath by allowing moisture created by differences in 
temperature between the inside and outside of the house to migrate to the exterior before condensation occurs in the walls.  Unless 
an interior vapor barrier is installed, the impenetrable layer created by aluminum or vinyl siding will trap excess water vapor 
which condenses and damages wood.  Exterior vents have not proved effective in reducing the moisture content in walls and they 
can easily be blocked by dust or debris and insects. 
 
It is a myth that the installation of synthetic sidings will result in energy savings.  A study called "Insulating the Old House," by 
the Greater Portland Landmarks, Inc., lists heat loss figures for a two-story house of 900 s.f. per floor with a full basement and 
380 s.f. of old, loose windows.  If the house has no insulation or storm windows, only 19% of its heat is lost through the walls, the 
large majority being lost through the roof, windows, and basement.  Storm windows and attic insulation are much more cost 
effective from an energy savings perspective than siding which is too thin to have much insulation value.  Although the backing 
on some sidings is marketed as insulation, its original purpose was as a reinforcement to prevent denting.  In fact, the Federal 
Trade Commission filed suit against one manufacturer of aluminum siding for false advertising of energy conservation claims.  
Another study in Providence, RI determined that for a two story house, 25 s.f., the payback period of 23 storm windows, 2 storm 
doors and 6" of attic insulation was 4.4 years while the payback for aluminum siding with an R-factor of 2.5 was 29.96 years.2 
 
As one preservation publication explains: 
 
 ...the application of aluminum and vinyl siding is frequently considered as an alternative to the maintenance of the original 

historical material.  The implication is that the new material is an economic and long-lasting alternative and that somehow the 
historic material is fragile, short-lived or problematic.  In reality, historic building materials such as wood, brick, and stone 
usually are not delicate or short-lived.  Their existence, frequently in sound condition, after many decades during which they 
probably suffered periods of neglect, is proof that they are the original economic and long-lasting alternatives.  All materials, 
including the new sidings..., can fall into disrepair if abused or neglected;  however the maintenance, repair and retention of 
"original materials" are always the most architecturally appropriate and usually the most economically sound measures for 
preserving the unique qualities of historic buildings. 

 
The Harwich Historic District Commission prohibits use of vinyl or aluminum siding. 
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 BARRIER FREE ACCESS 
  
 
There is no one solution for incorporating barrier free access in historic buildings.  The Harwich Historic District Commission 
will work with the property owner to find a solution to achieve both the goals of access and preservation. 
 
The property owner should first conduct a needs assessment of the building, usually performed by an architect or other 
professional consultant, in order to distinguish historic fabric that cannot be altered from that which can be compromised for 
accessibility purposes.  The consultant, using this study along with scaled drawings, can suggest an appropriate solution(s) that 
ensures the protection of sensitive building fabric.  Every possible option to provide barrier free access should be examined.  
Solutions may include re-grading, lifts and ramps. 
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Under which certificate should a ramp or lift be applied for and under which circumstances? 
 
 Appropriateness: Since ramps and lifts are not considered historically appropriate, they should not be applied for under a 

Certificate of Appropriateness. 
 
 Non-Applicability: A property owner may apply under a Certificate of Non-Applicability if a proposal to fully screen the 

lift or ramp is included.  Screening (e.g. Fences, landscaping) must be year round to be eligible under 
Non-Applicability.  In the case of screening by a fence, that has yet to be installed, its design will 
require review and approval via a Certificate of Appropriateness.  In the case of screening by 
landscaping, the Non-applicability application should include a landscaping plan. 

 
    A property owner may apply under a Certificate of Non-Applicability if the application states that the 

ramp or lift is a temporary structure and includes a specific date by which the ramp or lift will be 
removed. 

 
 Hardship:  A property owner may apply under a Certificate of Hardship under any circumstances because 

hardship can be justified by there being a need to provide access to a building.  Complete design 
drawings must be included with the hardship application.  Because each building has its own specific 
historic features, the location, materials and design of a lift or ramp will be reviewed on a case by case 
basis. 

 
2. For residential properties, excluding group homes, most approvals will be made conditional that the ramp or lift be removed if 

there is no longer a need for barrier free access. 
 
If a building is open to the public and if barrier free access is not proposed for the primary entrance, the Massachusetts Historical 
Commission (MHC) has review authority.  Please contact the MHC for more information. 
 
PROGRAMMATIC ACCESSIBILITY WITHIN NON-RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS 
 
Programmatic accessibility means that, when viewed in its entirety, a program is readily accessible to and usable by handicapped 
persons.  Videos, slide presentations and/or exhibits and photographs from inaccessible areas can provide programmatic 
accessibility.  Programmatic accessibility can also include the delivery of services at alternate accessible sites.  All of these 
options must be explored in addition to modification or alteration of a building. 
 
AMERICAN DISABILITIES ACT 
 
The American Disabilities Act (ADA) does not apply to single family homes, churches or private clubs (unless they rent out to  
the public).  The ADA does not require the destruction or alteration of character defining features of an historic building. 
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 DOORS, DOORWAYS, PORTICOS 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Historically appropriate door openings including doors, glass, pediments, hoods, moldings, steps, and all hardware should be 

retained. 
 
2. The enlargement or reduction of historical or original door openings to fit new stock door sizes is not permitted. 
 
3. The stylistic period or periods a building represents should be respected.  Original doors and door hardware should not be 

discarded when they can be repaired and reused in place.  If replacement doors are necessary, the replacements should 
duplicate the material, design, and hardware of the older or original doors. 

 
4. Residential doors should be made of wood.  Pine and fir are most commonly used for exterior doors.  Metal doors on houses 

are not acceptable. 
 
5. The arrangement of door panels is a significant architectural feature and varied from period to period.  Replacement doors 

should have the appropriate panel arrangement for the date of the house's construction. 
 
6. Generally, it is not appropriate to introduce a new door opening into the principal or front elevation.  The appropriateness of 

new side or rear doors depends on their design. (See #7). 
 
7. The elaborateness of the entrance is related to the design of the house.  Simple houses tend to have relatively plain doorways 

while more ornate houses have more highly decorated doorways.  Therefore, when a replacement doorway is necessary on the 
principal facade or new doorway is being added on a side or rear facade, it should harmonize with the style of the house as far 
as the type and extent of detail.  Large sheets of glass are not generally in keeping with the character of a historic house. 

 
8. Doorways above ground floor level which provide secondary egress must be individually evaluated.  In general, approval will 

result only when visibility from the street is minimal.  The application of exterior staircases to buildings is generally not 
acceptable. 

 
9. Porticos, porches, steps, railings that are appropriate to the building and its development should be retained.  Porticos or 

additions reflecting later architectural styles are often important to the building's historical integrity. 
 
10. Deteriorated porticos, porches, steps, and railings should be repaired, where necessary, with materials that duplicate the 

original as closely as possible. 
 
11. Front steps should be made of granite or wood.  Brick, flagstone, or concrete steps were not used historically in Harwich and 

are not appropriate. 
 
Harwich 's Architectural Traditions 
 
See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey. 
 
Storm Doors 
 
The  Commission has jurisdiction over storm doors, and makes the following suggestions.   
 
Wood is a more sympathetic material to historic houses than metal.  Select a storm door that is appropriate for your entrance.  
Storm doors are available that consist almost completely of glass which would block very little of the historic door.  Doors 
marketed as "Colonial" with a crossbuck on the bottom half and a scalloped frame around the upper window are not appropriate 
to historic houses. 
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 FENCES 
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Wherever fences are significant architectural features architecturally important fences should be repaired or replaced, if 

necessary with new materials that duplicate the old as closely as possible.  Other fences may be architecturally unimportant, 
the result of fence replacement in more recent years.  In these cases, property owners would be encouraged to make the 
design more appropriate rather than duplicate the existing fence. 

 
2. Fences along the street facades of historic houses were meant to serve a decorative purpose.  Such fences should not block a 

house's view, but complement it; they should be in scale to the property.  Narrow pickets (approximately 2 ½" in width) are 
preferred to wide pickets.  Back and side yard fences which serve a screening purpose may be higher. 

 
3. The design of a fence should be sensitive to that of the house.  Since Federal architecture stressed delicate proportions, the 

fence in front of such a house should also be delicate in scale, whereas the fence in front of a more massive Victorian house 
could be heavier.  Also, elaborate fences are suitable for elaborate houses; simple houses should have simple fences. 

 
4. If wood is to be used, picket, capped picket, or spindle fences are recommended for anywhere around the yard.  Capped flat 

board fences are most appropriate for side and back yards.  The flat board fence with a lattice top is an excellent privacy 
option. 

 
5. The Commission encourages the retention of suitable cast and wrought iron fences.  Such fences should be repaired and 

painted as necessary.  If sections are missing and it is financially feasible, replacement sections should be obtained.  
Otherwise it is preferable to consolidate the existing sections of the fence than to remove the fence altogether. 

 
6. Historically, fences were located along the sidewalk and the continuity of such fences is an important asset to the street.  The 

Commission generally discourages fence relocation to accommodate off-street parking.  Gates may be required as an 
alternative to relocation. 

 
7. Chain link, stockade, and wire-type fences are not appropriate in historic districts.  Low brick walls and brick planters are also 

not acceptable. 
 
Harwich's Architectural Traditions 
 
See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey. 
 
Fence Purposes and Designs 
 
The purpose of a fence should be considered before making choices as to materials and designs.  Fences along the street often 
serve decorative functions while those at the back of the property are generally installed to maintain privacy.  Privacy fences can 
be merely functional (the flat board fence) or decorative (the flat board fence with a lattice top).  Since fences have an 
architectural impact on a property, they should be thought of as more than just screens. 
 
Wooden Fences 
 
Although wooden fences can be bought commercially, most of the products available locally are too heavy and rustic looking to 
suit the character of Salem's historic districts.  Fences are a good do-it-yourself project or they can be easily managed by a 
carpenter.  A lumber yard could cut the pickets or boards to order and mill a fence cap to your specifications. 
 
Aluminum Pickets 
 
With a spindle fence, some property owners have substituted aluminum piping for wooden spindles.  Once painted, the round 
aluminum spindles look no different from wooden ones. 
 
Cast and Wrought Iron Fences 
 
Cast and wrought iron are often confused with each other.  Not only are these two materials handled differently, but they also 
differ metallurgically.  The most basic distinction between the two metals is that cast iron forms are made by pouring molten iron  
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into a mold while wrought iron is heated and hammered into shape.  Cast iron contains silicon and 2-4% carbon; it is a more 
brittle material than wrought iron which only has a 0.1-0.3% carbon content and is relatively elastic.  Contemporary wrought iron 
is actually made from steel. 
 
Nineteenth century fences were sometimes made from combinations of wrought and cast iron.  For instance, a wrought iron fence 
might have cast decorative elements.  Since the metals had different properties, they sometimes suited different forms.  The 
wrought iron process tended to eliminate impurities so that wrought iron could be thinner than cast iron.  Cast iron, on the other 
hand, could be molded into very large objects while wrought iron was limited by the strength of the person working it. 
 
In the 19th century when many foundries were operating, it was cheaper to obtain cast iron because it was manufactured using a 
mass production process whereas wrought iron was an individual craft.  Because it was cheaper, cast iron was more readily 
available to the average homeowner; such fencing reached its height of popularity in the Victorian period.  Today, wrought iron is 
frequently machine produced while casting has become a custom product due to extremely short production runs. 
 
Iron fences were often composed of vertical pickets that were topped by cast iron ornaments.  Crosses and spearheads were 
particularly popular cresting designs.  In addition to pickets, rustic motifs with vines and flowers or scroll motifs were also 
common. 
 
For those homeowners with iron fences, the Commission has some articles on file which describe the repair process and literature 
form companies that will cast missing pieces or supply historically appropriate metal fences.  Some companies stock pieces that 
may be suitable for replacements. 
 
Plastic and Other Composite Materials 
 
Draft – Proposed – and Under development 
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 GUTTERS & DOWNSPOUTS 
  
 
Harwich  Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Wooden or copper gutters and downspouts can be an important architectural feature.  Therefore, gutters should be properly 

maintained and only replaced in cases of irreparable deterioration. 
 
2. In older houses and buildings, they were often designed as part of the eave moldings.  In these cases, the gutters become a 

particularly important architectural feature and should be treated as such.  This treatment should follow the guidelines set for 
other important features, that is; repair if at all possible; if repair is impossible, replacement should be with like materials and 
design. 

 
3. In the case of hung/afterthought gutters, more discretion may be shown in what is acceptable.  The architectural value of the 

gutters must still play a major role in the decision making process, but the cost differential between and the environment's 
effect on different materials may also be taken into account. 

 
4. New gutters and downspouts should be placed in an architecturally sensitive manner and painted the color of the surface on 

which they are installed; i.e. if a downspout runs down a white corner board, it should be painted white.  Painting of copper 
gutters and downspouts will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 

 
5. Removing trim pieces from the roof-line in order to more easily attach gutters is generally not permissible. 
 
Harwich’s Architectural Tradition 
 
See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey. 
 
Importance of Gutter Maintenance 
 
Gutters today are generally made of copper, wood, vinyl or aluminum.  Wooden gutters may have liners.  Liner materials include:  
copper, tin, rubber, galvanized or terne metal. 
 
Since water is one of the major causes of building deterioration, gutters and downspouts are a key element in keeping water off 
your house.  Therefore, gutters should be inspected regularly and kept free of debris.  Clogged gutters can cause water to overflow 
or ice to build up.  Also any acidic elements in the debris can eat away at the metal of the gutter itself or its liner.  Gutter joints 
should be inspected and either soldered or patched if leaks are found.  This work may have to be done by a metalsmith.  Wooden 
gutters must be painted every four or five years and any gutter liners made of tin or galvanized or terne metal must also be kept 
painted.   
 
Placement of Gutters and Downspouts 
 
Gutters and downspouts should be placed with great sensitivity to the architectural appearance of the house.  In some cases, where 
due to the original style of the building or the richness of cornice or corner detail, gutters or downspouts would not be appropriate.  
Some wooden gutters are built into the roof and are, therefore, invisible from the street, while others are part of the cornice 
decoration.  Hung gutters should be as unobtrusive as possible.  Downspouts should not obstruct the view of quoins.  Sensitive 
painting can do much to hide gutters and downspouts.  For instance, gutters lying over trim should be painted trim color while 
downspouts running down the body of the house should be painted body color.  Care should be taken that the new hung gutters 
detract as little as possible from the house's appearance. 
 
Choosing Among Gutter Materials 
 
Choosing a gutter material is like making a lot of other purchases - you get what you pay for.  Cheaper gutters may cost less but 
they will also deteriorate faster.  Since installation is the largest percentage of the cost, it may be more worthwhile to invest in 
copper rather than settle for aluminum. 
 
Copper v. Aluminum 
 
Whether copper or aluminum, good installation is the key to getting the most out of the material.  Since copper requires more 
attention to detail, it takes more time and care to install. 
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There are advantages to copper that may make it worth the money.  Copper handles better than aluminum and can be repaired 
more easily.  The life of an aluminum gutter depends on its coating.  Once that coating is broken, the gutter will start to corrode.  
Copper is less sensitive to salt air than aluminum.  Also, copper is a better conductor of heat from the sun.  Aluminum gutters are 
often made of a light material and do not absorb heat as well.  Copper gutters are encouraged by the Harwich Historic District  
Commission because they are more durable and retain their shape.  Regular grade aluminum gutters do not hold up well in 
Winter.  Ice and snow tend to cause warpage and sagging.  Aluminum gutters may be allowed in some circumstances, conditional 
that they are of a heavy grade and do not destroy the integrity of the eaves. 
 
Wooden gutters 
 
Wooden gutters are generally an aesthetic choice.  These gutters are either hung or built into the structure of the roof or cornice 
(see drawings).  Because of their close proximity to the cornice, any leaks in wooden gutters will cause water to drip into the 
cornice itself and possibly into the main structure of the house.  Thus gutters built into box cornices require careful maintenance 
to make sure that all seams are watertight and that metal liners are painted as necessary.  Properly maintained wooden gutters 
(linseed oil applied twice a year) can last as long as 50 years.  Because built-in wooden gutter can be an integral part of a house's 
architectural design, they should be maintained if possible.   
 
Sources of Wooden Gutters 
 
The first source for obtaining wooden gutters should be your local lumber yard.  Most wooden gutters are made of Douglas fir;  
western red cedar is a preferable material if it can be obtained. 
 
Prices 
 
The price for installing gutters depends on the job.  Since seamless aluminum gutters are cut to size, houses with more angles (for 
instance those with bay windows), require more cuts and, therefore, the cost will be greater. 
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 HOUSE NUMBERS 
  
 
It is important that your house be clearly numbered should police or fire personnel need to find it.  If your house is not clearly 
numbered, it could also result in fines.  Please check with the Harwich Fire Department and the applicable Harwich ordinance.   
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines  
 
1. The minimum height of the numbers shall be 3½" high and no more than 6" high and they must be of wood or metal (no 

plastic). 
 
2. While meeting the visibility requirements from the street, house numbers shall be appropriate in size, style and location to the 

house. 
 
3. The numbers shall be of a contrasting color from the surface it is affixed to but shall be limited to black or a color already 

used on the house (e.g.. shutter color).  The homeowner may also use unpainted metal numbers. 
 
4.  Stick-on house numbers are not permissible. 
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 LIGHTING 
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 

1. Exterior lighting must be understated and compatible with the quality of the structure, the property and the historic 
village district.  Compatibility of exterior lighting and lighting fixtures is assessed in terms of design, material, use, scale, 
color and brightness or intensity.   

2. Unless original fixtures exist, the applicant should select unobtrusive lighting fixtures that are compatible with the 
building and the site. 

3. Rather than indiscriminately lighting an are, the applicant should introduce subtle lighting qualities by carefully locating 
light sources. 

4. Lighting should provide adequate safety, yet not detract from of overly emphasize the structure of the property. 
5. The public-private edge of the property should feature low-level lighting for pedestrian safety. 
6. Angled or directed lighting that avoids spilling light onto adjacent properties is preferred.  Exterior lighting should not be 

directed onto neighboring properties because it may adversely affect the safety and enjoyment of those areas, creating 
dense shadows that are impenetrable without the adding further lighting that is unnecessary to adequately illuminate the 
Applicant’s subject property.  

7. Screen façade lights from public view. 
8. It is not appropriate to install tall security lights that are visible to the public. 
9. It is not appropriate to remove exterior lighting fixtures that would alter the historic or architectural character of the 

structure, property, or the Historic District 
  
Background 
 
The village character of the Historic District can be reinforced and even enhanced by the selection of appropriate exterior lighting 
features.  Warm-spectrum light sources and unobtrusive lighting fixtures are recommended.  Lighting levels should provide 
adequate illumination for safety concerns, but not detract from or overly emphasize the building or the site. 
 
All proposals for exterior lighting, including the introduction or alteration of porch and entrance lighting fixtures or intensity, and 
low-level security lighting, require certificates of appropriateness.  A Certificate of Appropriateness is required for spotlights 
mounted on buildings and for freestanding lighting fixtures mounted on posts, including security lights.  Often, security needs in 
the district can be met more appropriately with residential-scale security lighting than with standard security lights mounted on 
poles. 
 
The compatibility of proposed exterior lighting and lighting fixtures is assessed in terms of design, material, use, scale, color and 
brightness or intensity.   
  
Note: Commission review of proposals for exterior lighting requires information specified as Required Attachments on the 
Application and Certificate form.  For post-mounted fixtures the following information will be required to be included in the site 
plan or scaled drawing: (a) the location of each post/pole on which a light will be or is affixed; (b) the number of lighjt fixtures to 
be located on each pole; (c) the type and wattage of all lamps; (d) the area to be illuminated,; and (e) the aiming angle of each 
light fixture.  Parking lot lighting is also subject to the town parking by-law. 
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 MASONRY 
  
 
Harwich  Historic District  Commission Guidelines  
 
1. Original masonry and mortar should be retained, whenever possible, without the application of any surface treatment.  Do not 

apply waterproof or water repellent coatings unless required to solve a specific technical problem that has been studied and 
identified. 

 
2. Old mortar should be duplicated in composition, color, and texture.  Do not repoint with mortar of a high Portland cement 

content.  Mortar that is harder than the material it is binding will cause masonry to deteriorate. 
 
3. Old mortar should be duplicated in joint size, method of application, and joint profile. 
 
4. Masonry should be cleaned only when it is necessary to halt deterioration and always with the gentlest method possible, such 

as low pressure water and soft natural bristle brushes.  DO NOT SANDBLAST MASONRY UNDER ANY 
CIRCUMSTANCES.  Chemical cleaning products which could have an abrasive reaction with masonry should be avoided. 

 
5. Deteriorated original materials should be repaired or replaced, where necessary, with new materials that duplicate the old as 

closely as possible.  Replacement bricks should be carefully matched in size and color to the originals. 
 
6. New construction should follow traditional brick coursing and appearance. 
 
7. Foundations should be repaired or extended with the material of the existing foundation. 
 
8. The original or early color and texture of masonry surfaces should be retained whenever possible.  Brick or stone surfaces 

may have been painted or whitewashed for practical and aesthetic reasons.  Indiscriminate removal of paint from masonry 
surfaces may be historically incorrect and may also subject the building to harmful damage. 

 
9. Chimneys are an important architectural feature.  They should not be shortened or removed but repaired as necessary. 
 
10. Existing stucco should be repaired with a stucco mixture that duplicates the original in appearance and texture. 
 
Harwich's Architectural Traditions 
 
See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey. 
 
About Masonry 
 
Masonry construction refers to building materials made of substances that come from the earth's crust - from rock to soil.  One 
class of these materials is found rigid in nature and cut into blocks of useful size for construction (granite, limestone, sandstone) 
while another class is found as un-cohesive powdered substances which, when mixed with water, will "set" to become solids 
(mortar, bricks, adobe).  Although brick is only one of many types of masonry, it is by far the most used on in Salem's residential 
areas and, therefore, the following discussion will be limited to this material. 
 
Types of Brick 
 
"Bricks are man-made masonry units, made by wetting a fine mixture of clay and sand, molding it into the desired shape, 
allowing it to dry, and then firing it in a kiln at high temperatures.  At kiln temperatures, the sand particles turn to glass, a process 
called vitrification, and exterior face brick is purposely dusted with fine sand when molded so that it will form a highly glazed 
exterior crust of skin with better weathering capabilities.  Until the 1880's, most brick was handmade in wooden forms.  When 
these were hand-packed, air holes were left in the mixture, and much water was needed to make the so-called "soft mud" as 
plastic as possible.  High water content, in turn caused the brick to slump when un-molded, and to shrink and warp while drying, 
so that variations in size and shape were common.  Such bricks, termed "water-struck," needed wide mortar joints to take up their 
dimensional variations and uneven firing in a kiln made of the piled bricks themselves left surface color very random and textured 
indeed, with many dark and light highlights.  After 1880, a new kind of brick became more popular, made from a stiff mud of 
drier clay and sand.  This stiffer mix was pressed to eliminate air holes and produce a much denser brick.  Cast iron molds 
produced crisper edges, and the higher firing temperatures in gas kilns produced a uniform, dark wine-red brick.  Of great 
dimensional precision, the pressed brick allowed the use of very narrow mortar joints, and mortar tinting was introduced to make  
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such joints even less conspicuous." 
 
Cleaning 
 
The decision to clean a brick building should be made carefully.  Historic buildings are not new and should not be made to look 
new by taking off the top layer of brick through abrasive cleaning methods.  The so-called "dirt" on a masonry building might be 
weathered brick.  Actually a thin layer of dirt is more often protective of the building fabric than it is harmful. 
 
Sometimes masonry buildings are cleaned to remove paint.  However, it should be remembered that it was a fashionable 19th 
century practice to paint brick either to imitate another material, such as stone, or to protect poor quality brick.  Paint might also 
hide alterations or have been added to solve moisture problems.  According to one preservation publication, "Unless there are 
stains, graffiti or dirt and pollution deposits which are destroying the building fabric, it is generally preferable to do as little 
cleaning as possible, or to repaint where necessary".  Some paint removal may be required if old paint layers have built up so 
much that repainting is not possible. 
 
Types of Cleaning 
 
There are basically three ways to clean masonry: 
 
 Water Cleaning - Generally the safest method.  A low or moderate pressure wash is supplemented by bristle brushes.  This 

method softens the dirt and rinses deposits from the surface. 
 
 Chemical Cleaning - A more risky method.  First the building is thoroughly wetted to minimize absorption of chemicals and 

then the chemicals are applied.  After a proper reaction time, the wall surface is bristle-brushed and then rinsed. 
 
 Abrasive Cleaning - Causes damage to masonry surfaces.  Abrasive methods include grit blasting (usually sandblasting which 

involves spraying sand at high pressure through a nozzle at a building), grinders, and sanding discs, which remove the dirt by 
abrasion and are usually followed by a water rinse. The problem with abrasive cleaning is that not only does it erode the dirt 
or paint, but also the surface of the brick.  Since brick is hardest on the outside where it was exposed to higher firing 
temperatures, sandblasting will remove this outer skin, exposing the soft inner portion of the brick to more rapid deterioration.  
Also, the increased roughness of the new surface will collect dirt more quickly than smooth brick.  THEREFORE, A BRICK 
STRUCTURE SHOULD NEVER BE SANDBLASTED.   

 
Chemical cleaning can also damage brick if the wrong chemicals are used.  Some chemical cleaners leave a hazy residue.  Before 
undertaking a cleaning project, one should consult a qualified  preservation architect, conservator, or cleaning contractor. 
 
Some Common Masonry Problems 
 
 Rising Damp 
  
 Rising damp, the suction of groundwater into the base of brick and stone walls through capillary action, is a common masonry 

problem.  Moisture is drawn up into the walls and released at the interior and exterior surfaces, where a horizontal stain or 
tidemark is left.  Although this is a difficult problem to solve, there are some things to do that will diminish possible damage.  
The book Respectful Rehabilitation recommends three options.  One is to make sure that rainwater does not collect at the base 
of the walls by sloping the grade of the surrounding soil away from the wall.  Another is to install drain tiles (also called 
French drains) around the building.  Although drain tiles will not completely eliminate rising damp, they can minimize the 
problem and enable the walls to dry out.  The third approach is to construct a damp-proof course by inserting a rigid damp-
proof material (bituminized fabric, polyethylene sheeting or lead sheets) into a narrow slot cut into the mortar joints just 
above ground level. 

 
 Efflorescence 
 
 Efflorescence is a white haze which forms on masonry buildings when the salts within the mortar or masonry units come to 

the surface and recrystallize as moisture evaporates.  According to Respectful Rehabilitation, "The presence of such salts is 
usually an indication of excess moisture in the wall, which is often caused by rain penetrating open mortar joints or cracked 
masonry units, by water leaking through roofs or downspouts, or by some other building defect.  Efflorescence also can be 
caused by rising damp or excess moisture introduced during cleaning or repointing."  Well-operating gutters and downspouts 
are crucial to the well-being of a masonry wall and should be repaired before any repointing is undertaken. 
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 Repointing 
 
 Before repointing (repairing a building's mortar joints), it is important to understand the relationship of bricks and mortar.  

Mortar cushions the brick making the wall somewhat shock resistant.  In order for mortar to serve this purpose, it must be 
softer than the brick.  If the mortar is harder, shocks will be borne by the masonry and the bricks themselves will deteriorate.  
Because mortar is a shock absorber, it is inevitable that it will deteriorate to some extent as the building ages, so repointing is 
a fundamental element in the maintenance of a masonry structure. 

 
 Historically, mortar was made from sand, lime, water, and additives such as oyster shells, animal hair, or clay which gave it 

color and texture.  Modern masons tend to use Portland cement mortar or a bagged pre-mix containing Portland cement, sand, 
a coloring agent and ground limestone.  These mortars, while easier to work with, are too hard for historic masonry.  Real 
lime mortar is less convenient to handle but better for the brick.  

 
 New mortar should match the old in color.  The mortar should be matched to the unweathered color of the existing mortar.  

Therefore, a chunk from an original mortar joint will have to be removed and broken open.  Masonry supply stores sell 
pigments used in matching.  A small sample of the new mortar should be mixed and allowed to dry before comparing it to the 
existing mortar. 

 
Foundation Repair 
 
Foundations are often made from masonry materials.  The Old House Journal lists three principles of foundation repair: 
 
1. Not all foundations in need of repair require total rebuilding.  Often sectional or spot repairs may be the most cost effective 

and sensitive approach. 
 
2. When rebuilding a foundation, try to salvage and reuse the original materials or else stick to close duplicates.  Non-original 

foundation materials can be clad with original materials.  For instance, cement can be covered with brick or a stone facing. 
 
3. As with any masonry repair, the mortar should be carefully mixed to match the original in color, texture, and hardness and 

should be applied using the same joint profile. 
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 MECHANICAL EQUIPMENT 
  
 Harwich Historic District  Commission Guidelines 
 
The Harwich  Historical Commission has jurisdiction over vents, HVAC equipment and mechanical equipment that are installed 
on or protrude through roof surfaces or windows, or alter soffits, eaves or exterior walls.  See also separate section on Skylights. 
The location, dimensions and outward appearance of these items must be provided with the application.  The Commission also 
has jurisdiction over the screening of mechanical equipment whether or not it is attached to the building.  The Commission is not 
obligated to approve roof units that the property owner may feel necessary to accommodate a use other than that which the 
building was originally built for. 
 
If the venting of warm air from the attic is a necessity, the applicant should consider the various types of vents.  These include 
ridge vents, soffit vents (round, rectangular and continuous), gable vents and turbine vents.  Try to select a venting method, or 
combination or methods, that will be the least obtrusive to the architecture but will meet the minimum air circulation or venting 
requirements for the square footage of the attic space.   Vents should be painted to match the color of the surface on which they 
are installed. 
 
Air conditioners, roof vents and other mechanical equipment should be placed in the most inconspicuous location possible. 
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 PAINT COLORS 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Paint colors should be chosen with consideration for the colors of surrounding buildings and with sensitivity to the 

architectural period of the house.   
 
2. The Commission does not require the property owner to select paint colors from a specific set of colors.  There is leeway for 

personal choice.  Any alteration, in part or in whole, to color schemes of white, gray, charcoal gray, antique/barn red, or 
forest and camp green will be given an expedited review (without public hearing) upon submitting an application for 
Certificate of Non-Applicability, to which are attached the appropriate paint chips  and photographs. 

 
3. If a two-color scheme is appropriate, clapboards should be painted the body color and all else should be painted the trim 

color.  For certain 19th century buildings, it may be appropriate to pick out some of the trim elements with the body color or 
to use a three-color scheme.  For a more comprehensive discussion of paint color application, refer to the technical 
information below. 

 
4. With proper preparation, opaque stains are acceptable alternatives to paint. 
 
WARNING:  The Harwich Health Department and or state law may require a permit prior to some or all mechanical paint 
removal process.  Abrasive blasting is prohibited unless a variance is granted by the Board of Health to allow wet or mist abrasive 
blasting on certain masonry and metal surfaces.  For more information, contact the Harwich Board of Health and request a copy 
of the appropriate by-law, ordinance or policy statement.   
 
Harwich's Architectural Traditions 
 
Although a great deal is known about what paint colors were used in New England during each period and how the colors were 
applied, information specifically about Harwich paint colors is limited.  Paintings, while they provide some information, cannot 
be completely relied upon because the painter may not have matched his colors exactly to the colors of the scene that he was 
painting.  Also, the colors used in the painting could have faded or darkened over time.  Sometimes details such as window 
muntins or shutters are difficult to make out.   
 
Deciding on a Paint Color Scheme:  Factors to Consider 
 
1. Original Colors:  One way to make a paint color decision is to determine your house's original color scheme.  If a house has 

not been scraped down to the bare wood at some point in its history, it retains evidence of earlier paint colors that can be 
discovered by some careful scraping. 

 
 The process involved, called cratering, is to expose all the paint layers by sanding down a circular area about 1 ½" across.  It 

is best to make several craters for comparison on areas away from direct sunlight and excessive heat since heat and light can 
accelerate changes in paint colors.  Once the craters are made, rubbing them with mineral oil will bring out the colors exposed 
along the sides of the craters.  These should then be examined using a 10X magnifier. 

 Inspecting the colors revealed by cratering is more difficult than it might seem at first, since paint colors can change with age.  
For instance, many historic paints used linseed oil as a vehicle (the material which binds the pigment together as a film and 
allows it to adhere to a surface).  Linseed oil yellows with time or with increasing darkness, such as when a new coat of paint 
is applied.  Therefore, it is important to realize that what is revealed by the crater is not an accurate representation of the 
original color. 

 
 If a homeowner wishes to determine quite specifically the original house colors, it is best to hire a preservation consultant 

with some expertise in paint analysis.  The Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities in Boston, among others, 
does such consulting work.  Generally speaking, a consultant will come out to Salem with a microscope, special lights, and a 
scalpel to take paint samples from the house in question.  The amount of time this takes depends on the building.  If a house 
has already been stripped, this will affect the paint samples remaining on the wood or brick surface and the procedure will 
take longer.  After making a scraping, the consultant will take the paint samples back to a lab and put them under ultraviolet 
light to bleach out the oils that have darkened over time.  He/she will then mix a paint sample and paint out a chip a few 
inches square which the homeowner's painter can then match.  Interested homeowners should send a photo of the house with 
its date of construction written on the back to the prospective consultant. 
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2. Appropriate Paint Colors by Period:  For those who do not want to go to the trouble or expense of paint color analysis, a 

reasonable way to decide on paint colors is to pick a scheme that might have been used when the house was first built. 
 
 Apparently, it became common to paint house exteriors in the Georgian period.  Early paint colors were made from pigments 

readily available from nature, for instance earth pigments could be used to make ochre or burnt to make colors such as burnt 
sienna.  Lampblack, a pigment formed by the incomplete combustion of oil or pitch, was used to produce gray.  White lead 
was never used alone as a pigment but was blended with other colors.  The barn red that we so commonly see was made from 
ferric oxide (rust). 

 
 For most of the Georgian period it was common that both the body and trim were painted the same color but it was not 

unheard of to paint the trim in a different color especially if the trim was ornate.  Trim was generally painted a different and 
lighter color than the body although some exceptions in Salem have been found.  More research needs to be done to know if 
this was just an exception to the general rule or a regional variation in Salem.  Doors were usually painted a different and 
darker color than the body, either a deep red, blue, green, or black depending on the colors of the house. 

 
 Georgian colors tended to be fairly deep in hue and fairly toned down with gray.  Rose became salmon, green was combined 

with ochre as darker pigments were preferred to lighter ones.  Using chips from the Pittsburgh Paints line of Historic Colors 
(see illustrations section), body colors such as the mud ochres (Ft. Leavenworth or Golden Maple), charcoal gray (Old Silver), 
greenish grays (Gunstock), or yellowish ochre (Gold dust) might have been used.  Ivory was a popular late Georgian trim 
color.  Note: The Harwich Historic District Commission does not endorse any particular paint brand. 

 
 During the Federal period, pigments were whiter and brighter.  Trade with Europe and China improved the sources of color 

pigments.  What might have been a deep blue gray in the Georgian period, became a light pearl in the Federal period.  
Georgian ochre was a mustard shade, Federal ochre was much more yellow.  While Georgian trim might be closer to ivory, 
Federal trim was lighter, closer to white.  It is a misconception that Federal shutters were painted dark green; they were bright 
green, the color of billiard table felt. 

 
 Greek Revival colors were still light but slightly duller than in the Federal period.  White was first used as a body color during 

this period to imitate the look of marble, and shutters were commonly green.  Gray or yellow with white trim were other 
possibilities. 

 
 In the 1840's, the color palette began to shift again with the influence of critic and landscape architect Andrew Jackson 

Downing.  In his 1842 book Cottage Residences, he criticized white as an unsuitable color because of the glaring contrast it 
provided to the surrounding foliage, an effect made worse by bright green shutters.  Instead, Downing published a plate of six 
alternative colors consisting of three shades of gray and three shades of fawn or drab.  Downing felt that a building should be 
"integrated with nature and not forced upon it".  He advocated avoiding colors not found in nature, preferring the colors of 
rocks, wood, and soil (the materials from which houses were made) but not green since houses were not constructed from 
foliage.  Also he recommended trimming a house with a color some shades darker than the body color but of the same hue. 

 
 As the 19th century progressed, the trend was toward darker, stronger colors with more varied color combinations.  On 

Mansard houses, popular between the mid-1850's to the mid-1880's, body colors such as olive green and brown appeared 
along with the Downing shades. 

 
 Changes in paint technology after the Civil War had an effect on color as ready-mixed products became available and 

containers were produced in which the new paints could be shipped safely.  These changes in manufacture and transportation 
meant that houses in widely varying parts of the country could be painted with the same paints.  Through advertisements, the 
paint companies promoted the use of richer colors to sell their products.  A palette greens, olives, browns, terra cottas, roses 
and pumpkins became popular.  Also it was not uncommon to use two different body colors on the first and second floors and 
a third trim color. 

 
 White continued to be unpopular until the Colonial Revival period when taste in paint colors returned full circle to the whites 

and light pastels used during the early 19th century.  Grays, yellows, and light greens were used as body colors, with ivory or 
white trim. 

 
3. Trim, Door, and Window Sash Colors:  Selecting colors is only part of the painting process.  Decisions also must be made as 

to how the colors will be applied to the building.  For most houses built from the late Georgian period until the Victorian 
period, a two color scheme is appropriate in which the clapboards are painted the body color and all else is painted the trim 
color.  Painting schemes for Victorian houses with milled decorative trim might become more complicated by applying the 
body color to major areas painted in the trim color.  For instance, the recessed panels below a bay window of an Italianate  



HARWICH HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION GUIDELINES NOTEBOOK 

25

 
 
house might be painted the body color against the trim.  Brackets might be painted the trim color or, if they are more elaborate, 

their recessed scrolls and faces might be picked out in the body color.  As a general rule, the simpler the house, the fewer 
colors that should be applied; with the exception of Queen Anne or late Victorian houses, it is preferable to introduce the 
body color within major areas of the trim than to add a third color.  Queen Anne houses were often painted with three colors, 
for instance one color on the first floor, another body color on the second floor, and a third trim color. 

 
 As mentioned above, Georgian doors were often painted a dark color and this trend continued with Federal and Greek Revival 

houses.  Shutters were sometimes painted to match the front door or painted a third contrasting shade to the body and trim 
colors.  Window sash have been treated in a variety of ways.  During the 18th century, they might have been painted the color 
of the body and trim if the house was done in a monochrome, or in a light color to show off the number of panes or in a dark 
color to create the effect of a large sheet of glass.  Federal and Greek Revival sash tended to be light color to match the trim.  
Victorian sash tended to be darker than the trim, usually deep reddish or chocolate brown, dark green, olive, or black. 

 
Painting v. Staining 
 
Some homeowners are choosing to stain their houses rather than paint them.  Stain is essentially thin paint with more oil to soak 
into the wood and less pigment to cover the surface.  There are manufactures of solid color stains which bear a close resemblance 
to paint because it penetrates deeply and covers the surface well.  Semi-solid and semi-transparent stains are not recommended 
because they don't give the appearance of a painted finish.  The advantage of staining is that stain doesn't peel like paint does so 
that subsequent stain jobs require less preparation (less labor for sanding and scraping). 
 
The main reason a property owner might choose stain instead of paint is if too many layers have built up on the building resulting 
in paint failure.  If the house has to be completely stripped anyway, it may make more sense to apply stain than to go back to 
paint.  There are heavy bodied stains which can be used over paint to avoid further build-up if this is a concern. 
 
When evaluating the costs of painting v. staining, the life expectancy of the work is an important consideration.  Since staining a 
previously painted surface is initially more expensive, such work should last longer than a paint job to be worth the extra money.  
Life expectancy depends on the quality of the preparation and materials used, the particular exposures of your house, and how the 
paint or stain will weather.  For more advice, consult your painter. 
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` PARKING SOLUTIONS 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
Providing off-street parking may be a significant alteration to a property and the Commission encourages careful consideration of 
parking alternatives and design options.  Sensitivity to the surrounding landscape and the type of paving material used is 
important.  Landscaping can greatly enhance the appearance of a yard and should be considered an integral part of the design and 
installation of a driveway.  In addition to the Commission’s jurisdiction over driveway installation, street parking and 
parking lots are regulated by the local zoning by-law.  As such, the Applicant should consult with appropriate Planning 
Department representatives  The Commission recommends the use of crushed shells, and stone, brick, cobblestones, or Belgian 
block as surface paving materials where these materials ares compatible with  the architecture of main structures.  Concrete, 
asphalt or hot top driveways are not recommended. 
 
Town of Harwich By-Laws 
 
Check with the Building Department for the minimum set backs in the Town of Harwich’s zoning regulations.   
 
Design Considerations 
 
Since the car is a relatively modern convenience, most older houses were not designed with parking in mind.  Added driveways 
are an intrusion to one degree or another.  Therefore, careful thought should go into the decision to build one because such an 
alteration can have a negative impact on a historic property.  Alternatives to installing a new driveway include petitioning the City 
Council for on-street parking or seeking out available neighborhood lots and garages. 
 
When a new driveway is the most sensible parking solution, consider the following: 
 
1. How will the driveway affect existing historical features?  How will the presence of cars in a driveway affect the view of the 

house from the street?  
 
2. What paving materials are most suited to the historic character of the house or to the type of yard involved? 
 
3. How will existing landscape features be affected?  How can new landscaping enhance the appearance of the driveway? 
 
4. Will a fence have to be altered or moved?  How will fence removal or relocation affect the context of the neighborhood? 
 
Often a change to a fence will be required to accommodate a driveway or pull-in.  Historically, fences were located along the 
sidewalk and created a unique rhythm.  Converting a fence section into a gate is preferable to destroying or relocating the fence. 
 
Proper drainage must also be taken into account, especially if brick or granite paving stones are to be used, otherwise the water 
will just pool on top of the driveway and sit there.  In addition, if water collects below the surface of the driveway, it can freeze, 
causing the ground to heave and dislodge the surface material. 
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 PORCHES, DECKS & STEPS 
  
  
 
1. Complete elevation drawings must be submitted for porch and deck additions clearly detailing all design elements (i.e. 

railings, balusters, materials, paint color, under porch treatment, the relation of the proposed porch to the building). 
 
2. Such additions must be contextual (i.e. reflect the historic character, architectural detail, and materials of the house).  

Location, materials, and design are critical components of porch, deck and stair additions or alterations.  Tacked on porches 
will be looked on unfavorably. 
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 ROOFING 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. The roof of a house is an important architectural feature and should be treated as such.  Therefore, all efforts should be made 

to preserve the original roof shape and eave detail and to properly maintain or replace roofing materials as necessary. 
 
2. Original architectural features, such as slating should be retained whenever possible.  Slate should not be removed without a 

careful evaluation of the cost of its repair. 
 
3. Roof replacement materials should be sensitive to the original.  Slate and wood shingles are preferable but may not be 

feasible due to cost, longevity, or fire safety considerations.  Acceptable alternatives are to install one of the limited group of 
products which successfully imitate slate or wood or to "render out" the roof by using a dark asphalt or fiberglass shingle 
which does not draw attention to this feature and the absence of original materials. 

 
4. Solid color asphalt or fiberglass roofs that are not meant to draw attention to themselves should be black or charcoal.  Where 

historically appropriate, the Commission may approve a polychromatic color scheme.  White roofs are also not acceptable.  
White was not a shingle color used on historic roofs. 

 
5. All architectural features that give the roof its essential character, such as dormers, cupolas, cornices, brackets, chimneys, 

cresting, and weather vanes should be preserved or, if necessary, replaced. 
 
6. Wooden or copper gutters can be an important architectural feature.  In older houses they were often designed as part of the 

eave moldings.  Therefore gutters should be properly maintained and only replaced in cases of extreme deterioration. 
 
7. New gutters and downspouts should be placed in an architecturally sensitive manner.  This includes color selection. 
 
8. See also the guidelines sections entitled “Mechanical Equipment” and “Gutters & Downspouts”. 
 
Roofing Materials used in Harwich 
 
Wood coverings for roofs were used early on in Harwich 's history.  While Shakes (extra long shingles) do not appear to have 
been used here, conventional wood shingles appeared for house roofing early on and continues in use, although asphalt became 
popular in the early 20th century. 
 
Metal roofs, usually of tin sheets, tin-plated iron or steel, or tern place (a lead/tin coating over iron or steel) do not appear in use 
within the District. 
 
Slate had been known as a roofing material favored by the well-to-do in more densely settled regions of Massachusetts Bay 
during the 17th century.  By 1650, Boston had some slate roofed houses and as early as 1633 Cambridge ordered that all houses 
built there "shalbee Co[vered with] slate or board and not thatch."3  But slate was not widely used in Harwich or other parts of 
New England until the 19th century when the material could be shipped more cheaply from Vermont by railwayHouses with 
mansard roofs were most commonly slate covered.  Late Victorian buildings sometimes had colorful or elaborately patterned slate 
work.  Slate is used on but a few building in the District (i.e., the Town Hall and Brooks Library) 
 
Asbestos shingles were used from about 1885 to about 1925.  Due to the hazards of handling asbestos, these shingles are no 
longer in general production. 
 
Roofing repairs 
 
The question of roof repair often centers around slate roofs which are expensive to duplicate or replace.  Many slate roofs are 
repairable with a contractor who knows how to do the job.  Since roofing contractors today are most experienced with asphalt 
shingles, they tend to recommend replacing slate, metal, or wood shingled roofs with asphalt.  As The Old House Journal warns, 
beware when a roofer says, "It can't be fixed."  He may simply be saying that he can't fix it.  Therefore, it is advisable to get bids 
from at least 3 roofing contractors before signing a contract. 
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Materials 
 
 Wood 
 
  Durability - Since wood shingles are subject to normal organic decay, their life span can be shorter than other roofing 

materials (either natural or man-made).  The flat surfaces of the shingles will erode from exposure to rain and ultraviolet 
rays.  But some species are more hearty than others.  A red cedar roof should last from 30 to 100 years while a white 
cedar roof can only be expected to last up to 30 years for about the same cost.  Also, the heartwood from the central part 
of the tree trunk is more durable than the sapwood found just under the bark. 

 
  Although fire-retardant shingles are available, these have a reputation for brittleness and shortened life, especially in 

areas with very cold winters.  Copper flashing or nails should not be used with red cedar because red cedar corrodes 
copper and the life of the roof will thus be greatly reduced. 

 
 Slate 
 
  Durability - Slate is one of the most durable roofing materials, its life depending on its source.  Pennsylvania slate lasts at 

least 50 years, Vermont and New York slate has been known to last at least 100 years, and Buckingham, Virginia slate 
can last as long as 175 years.  While slate is expensive, it requires very little maintenance, neither cleaning, painting, 
waterproofing or fireproofing, preservatives or coatings. 

 
  Failure of slate roof is usually due to poor installation, for instance using the wrong nails.  Leaks often have to do with 

flashing problems, missing slates, or gutters that need repairs.  Because slates can be brittle, they should be walked on 
with great care.  Also, soft slates are subject to corrosion or attack by airborne particles or chemicals carried in rainwater 
which can cause the slates to wear at the nail holes, to delaminate or to break. 

 
  Colors - Slate as used on the Town Hall and the Brooks Library probably comes from Vermont.  Vermont slate is 

available in the following colors:  Light Gray, Gray-Black, Unfading and Weathering Green, unfading Purple (rare), and 
Variegated Mottled Green and Purple. 

 
  Slate Substitutes 
 
  The Commission will consider slate substitutes on a case by case basis.  
 
 Asphalt 
 
 Asphalt is a very common contemporary roofing material and an acceptable alternative to original roofing when installed in 

any unobtrusive color.  Black and charcoal are preferred. 
 
 Metal 
 
 The life of a metal roof depends on the material used and the maintenance it is given.  Copper, lead and other factory- 

finished metals don't need any maintenance beyond regular inspections but iron-based roofing materials need to be kept well-
painted to prevent corrosion.  Also, galvanic action will cause corrosion when dissimilar metals such as copper and iron are 
used in direct contact (for instance iron cresting on a copper roof). 

 
 Metal roofing comes in the form of sheet roofing or shingle designs including barrel tile.  Materials include copper or lead- 

coated copper, tin- and terne-coated steel, lead, zinc, stainless steel, galvanized, steel, and aluminum-coated alloys. 
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 SATELLITE DISHES AND SOLAR COLLECTORS 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
The Historic Commission has jurisdiction over satellite dishes and solar collectors as “appurtenant exterior  fixtures,” and finds 
that they are obtrusive as well as historically and architecturally inappropriate elements for display within the historic district.  
Therefore, satellite dishes and solar collectors shall not be visible from any public way.  If a homeowner is able to locate the dish 
so as not to be visible from any public way, it will still require a Certificate of Non-Applicability. 
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 SECONDARY EGRESS 
  
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
There are instances where health and building codes require the installation of a secondary egress.  Such egress must not only 
satisfy health and building codes, but must also satisfy the Harwich  Historic District Commission Guidelines. 
 
The Commission will not approve exterior staircases that are visible from any public ways.  Therefore, secondary egress should 
be installed within the building. 
 
If the homeowner is able to demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Commission that space constraints preclude interior installation, 
the Commission may consider the creation of an interior staircase by the expansion of the building.  Such expansion must be 
sympathetic in scale, material and details and meet zoning requirements.  Note:  A letter from the Building Inspector or Fire 
Inspector is required to support the assertion that such expansion is the only possibility in addition to scale drawings describing 
interior and exterior alterations.  The Commission reserves the option of a site visit to confirm independently the assertions of the 
applicant. 
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SIGNS AND SIGNAGE 

 
Note: In addition to being subject to review by the Harwich Historic District Commission in accordance with Commission 
Guidelines, signs are also subject to the Harwich by-law governing signs, which is enforced by the Building Inspector.   
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 

1. Unobtrusive signage that is simply designed and easily read is preferred in the Historic District. 
2. Use materials found in the District, such as wood, stone, and metal for new signage.  Plastic is strongly disfavored.  

Graphics applied to windows or awnings may be appropriate in some instances. 
3. The number and choice of colors on signs should be limited to those that are sympathetic with the colors in use on the 

subject structure. 
4. Identification signs for residential structures should be small. 
5. Identification signs for residential structures should be installed so that architectural features or details of the principal 

structure are not obscured. 
6. Flush-mounted signs on all types of structures should be installed so that architectural features or details of the principal 

structure are not obscured. 
7. Illumination of all signs in the Historic District should be compatible with the residential and commercial character of 

the village.  The illumination of signs in the District is also subject to Commission review in accordance with 
Commission Guidelines that specifically address Lighting (see page 18).  

8. It is generally inappropriate to introduce or maintain internally illuminated signs, plastic signs, flashing signs or portable 
signs in the Historic District. 

 
Background 
 
Appropriate signage in the Historic District can enhance the District’s historic character and its village scale.  For example, 
signs that cite the name of structure, a prior owner of historical significance or renown, or year of construction are fairly 
common (e., the Powder House at Brooks Museum, the Brooks Free Library, or the Broadbooks parsonage).   
 
In reviewing Certificates of Appropriateness applications related to signs, the Harwich Historic District Commission 
considers the sign’s dimensions, graphics, materials colors, supports, and location.  All proposed signs must also conform to 
the applicable by-law regarding signs, generally. 
 
New signage should be kept unobtrusive and carefully placed in locations that do not obstruct or conceal architectural 
features.  New signs should be sized to be consistent with the pedestrian scale of the District.  Graphics should be kept simple 
and legible. 
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 SKYLIGHTS 
  
 
Traditionally, skylights were installed predominantly for ventilation.  Generally, only one skylight would be installed and it would 
be located at the ridge pole, as close to the center of the roof as possible and located on the rear slope or least visible slope of the 
roof.  The size of a skylight was approximately 18" x 24" or smaller. 
 
Harwich  Historic District  Commission Guidelines 
 
The Commission does not look favorably on the addition of skylights.  If it is possible to document (through photographs or site 
inspection by a representative of the Commission) the prior existence of a skylight, the Commission may consider its restoration.  
Such restoration would require that the new skylight be the same or as close as possible to the same size and location as the 
original skylight. 
 
The creation of living spaces in areas not originally intended as such is not considered justification for the destruction of 
architectural integrity by the installation of a skylight and therefore it will not be approved.  The Commission will not approve 
skylights that read as roof windows.  In particular, bubble skylights are prohibited. 
 
If the homeowner can establish that a particular skylight is appropriate to the architectural style of the building, the Commission 
may consider such an application. 
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 UTILITIES – under development – check statute 
  
 
This section covers the installation of cable television equipment, gas and electric meters, electrical transformers, conduits and 
entry units, stove pipes, vents, roof air conditioning units, cables, wiring and other service or installation equipment for any 
utilities. 
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. All installation equipment and wiring must be installed so as not to be visible from any public way.  Either the utility 

company (cable, telephone, electric, gas etc.), contractor or the homeowner must apply for a Certificate of Non-Applicability 
before such installations.  (This will save the unnecessary time and money spent should the Commission require the removal 
of such equipment from an inappropriate location.)  The application should state the location of the installation, the 
dimensions and design of equipment to be placed on the exterior of the building and route of exterior wiring, if any.  
Representatives of the Commission will make every effort to review such applications within 3 business days.  If the 
Commission agrees that the application will be non-visible, a Certificate will be issued.   

 
2. For circumstances in which equipment or wiring cannot be installed so as not to be visible from the public way, the utility 

company or the homeowner must apply for a Certificate of Appropriateness or Hardship.  Once again, the application should 
state the location of the installation, the dimensions and design of equipment to be placed on the exterior of the building and 
route of exterior wiring.  It is recommended that a representative of the utility company be present at the public hearing. 

 
3. Installation technicians or their supervisors must not accept verbal "Okays" from tenants, homeowners or other persons to 

proceed with an installation.  Only the approved Certificate should be relied upon and any installation should be as per such 
approval.  If it is necessary to deviate from the Certificate, the utility company or the homeowner must request an amendment 
in writing from the Commission. 

 
4. As new installations occur, or whenever possible, utility companies must remove excess wiring and avoid leaving low 

hanging wires.   
 
5. Under no circumstances should equipment or wiring be placed on the main facade of the building.  Installation should be 

made into the basement whenever possible.  If not possible, installation should occur on the least visible facade, in the least 
visible location.  Installation wires should be consolidated with other lines whenever possible (E.g.. strung to the same point 
on the building as existing telephone, electric & cable wires).  Wire coming to two different locations on the same house from 
the pole should be avoided whenever possible. 

 
6. It is always better to bring the wire into the house and fish it, rather than stringing it along the side.  When wires are unable to 

be run inside, they will be run along unobtrusive edges (E.g.. corner of the building).  If a wire must be run along the building, 
run the wires up along the corner board, or down it, and then along the eaves or the foundation.  Under no circumstances 
should wires be run diagonally across a wall.  The homeowner will be responsible to have the wires painted the same color as 
the surface they run along.  Pipes and vents should also be painted to match the surface they are installed in. 

 
Gas & Electric Meters 
 
1. The Commission will not approve the installation of meters, etc. on the front facade of a building under any circumstances.   
2. In most cases, Massachusetts Electric will allow installation or continuation of meters in the basement. 
 
Transformers 
 
Transformers in historic districts are considered structures and must receive Commission approval.  A site plan, dimensions and 
photographs must be included to review such applications. 
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 WINDOWS 
  
 
"Deteriorated historic windows should be repaired rather than replaced wherever possible.  In the event replacement is necessary, 
the new windows should match the historic ones in design, color, size, configuration, reflective qualities, shadow lines, detail, and 
material.  Only when it is not feasible to match the historic fabric should substitute window material be considered...and only 
when it is shown through such means as field mock-ups that it possible to match closely both the detail and the overall appearance 
of the historic windows." - from The Window Handbook, Edited by Charles E. Fisher 
 
Harwich Historic District Commission Guidelines 
 
1. Historically appropriate window openings including window sash, glass, lintels, sills, trim, hoods, and shutters should be 

retained. 
 
2. Windows are an important feature on any building.  When an application for substantial window replacement is received, an 

inspection by a Historical Commission representative or a site visit may be performed to determine the condition of all 
windows.  The feasibility of the following will be assessed: 

 
 A. Restoration of entire existing windows through repairs to sash, sills, etc. 

B. Individual sash replacement; 
C. Full replacement of windows matching existing window layout. 

  
3. The stylistic period or periods a building represents should be respected in the material and design of the windows.  
 
4. New window openings in the principal elevations are rarely appropriate or permitted.  Window openings should not be 

enlarged or reduced to fit stock window sash sizes.  Deletion of windows, particularly on principal facades, are rarely, if ever, 
allowed.  Window replacement on a single facade should replicate the remaining windows on that facade.  The Commission 
may consider phasing when the property owner is substantially upgrading.   

 
5. All parts of the replacement windows should match the original or existing historic windows.  The mullion thickness and 

profile of replacement windows should closely match those of the original.  Windows with removable mullion bars are 
unacceptable. 

 
6. Simulated divided light windows and Low E tinted or reflective glass will be considered only on new additions or new 

construction distinguishable from original building fabric .   
 
7. Insulated glass is only permitted when the use of single-paned sash is appropriate to the architectural style of the building. 
 
8. Replacement windows must be made of wood.  Aluminum or vinyl clad windows are not acceptable on period buildings. 
 
9. The frame and decorative window trim should be retained and repaired with materials that duplicate the originals.  Salvage 

old glass lites when repairing sash. 
 
10. Stained glass, beveled glass or other art glass and certain important glass items (diamond pane, leaded, bullseyes, etc.) can be 

important architectural elements and should be retained and repaired.  
 
11. Exterior Blinds (Commonly Referred to as Shutters) 
 
 Vinyl or aluminum shutters are not permitted.  Wooden replacement shutters should reflect their original operable use: their 

size should be such that they would cover the entire window if closed (i.e. arched windows have arched shutters); they should 
be hinged to the window casing, not nailed.  Shutters are hung so that in a closed position over the window they would shed 
water.  The slats should point up when the shutters are open, down when the shutters are closed.  Shutters may not be 
appropriate or necessary to every architectural style.  The Commission should be consulted before action is taken to remove 
or install shutters. 
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12. Window Repair 
 
 Before you consider replacement windows, check to see whether your existing windows are repairable.  Often problems that 

at first glance seem "hopeless" can be taken care of with proper attention.  There is a great deal of literature available on 
window repair to help the homeowner with do-it-yourself jobs. 

 
 In his publication "The Proper Care of Sash and Exterior Woodwork," Maximilian Ferro lists two basic principals of wood 

care: 
 1. exterior wood should be kept well-painted; and 
 2. wood left exposed by paint failure should be treated with fungicide applications before repainting. 
 
 If a glazing point job is failing prematurely, the cause should be determined.  Problems due to water damage from faulty 

gutters or excessive moisture migrating from kitchens or bathrooms should be repaired immediately. 
 
 A rotted sash does not necessarily have to be entirely replaced.  Wood elements which are partially rotted or incomplete may 

be replaced by wood parts pieced in with certain waterproof exterior glues.  Epoxy wood fillers can repair wood elements 
with dents, gouges, or pockets of rot.  Even totally rotted wood can be consolidated or reconstituted by proper application of 
epoxies. 

 
 The Technical Preservation Services Division of the Department of the Interior outlines the following steps required to 

upgrade a window to "like New" condition: 
 

1. some degree of interior and exterior paint removal; 
2. removal and repair of sash (including reglazing where necessary); 
3. repairs to the frame; 
4. weatherstripping and reinstallation of the sash; and 
5. repainting. 

 
 For more details on methods and techniques, consult the Commission's reference files. 
 
13. Storm Windows 
 
 Storm windows are presently under the jurisdiction of the Commission.  Wood storms are more in keeping with the 

architectural character of a historic house, but are few in number in the District.  
 
 The most common type of storm window is the aluminum triple track.  These windows are permanently installed and have a 

track for the lower storm sash, another for the upper sash and a third for a screen.  Aluminum storms should match the color 
of the house's trim or be painted to match.  Aluminum mid-rails should match the meeting rails of the historic sash. 

 
14. Window Energy Efficiency Priorities 
 
 The following energy saving options are listed in order of the greatest effect for the least cost.  Also the items at the top of the 

list have the least damaging effects to the material or appearance of historic window sash. 
 
 1. Caulk and weatherstrip to cut infiltration; 
 2. Upgrade existing windows by repairing loose, rotten or broken sash.  Reglaze windows; 

3. Install storm windows; and 
4. If replacement windows are unavoidable, install wood sash and frames that copy the original and incorporate modern 

energy-saving features like hidden weather-stripping and jamb liners.  
 
Harwich's Architectural Traditions 
 
(See Massachusetts Historic Commission Survey)  
 
 
 


