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Preservation, Restoration ....

and the Muddling of Old Houses

Caring for the old, body and buildings

What to do with This Old House? That is a questie face
today in equal measure with every generation pliagesur
own. Bought or bequeathed, old houses seem torecgdiace
lift, or more significant improvement, in everyrggation,
nearly paralleling the requirements which persaggthg makes
upon us. How do we preserve/restore health and A@oeasid-
ering how ubiquitous these related issues ared-tlaeir pow-
erful images are in the popular media -- facadésases and
the appearance of ourselves seem to function lgaVinter-
mediaries in a game of public and personal positgpm life.
Itis in the myriad life choices which we make, lbatajor and
minor, that we present ourselves to the world otbur person
and in our property -- thereby defining how we wistbe per-
ceived.

But beyond such generality, individual intentind public
principle often diverge. How we fix ourselves umimatter of
personal taste; how we fix up an old house ishoukl be,
driven by history's lessons rather than personaiveione. In
such a caldron is the boiling stew of public conénsy, so will-
ingly ladled out in historic zoning hearings, fietyr-own house
programs and the usually intense preservation aggtsme-
ported by the media. Just short of the heat afipal cam-
paigning, a community's outrage over any alterabibits visual
environment can become a real measure of what reatiest to
it. Consider that thirty years ago the effort tees&rand Central
Terminal galvanized the Big Apple to a degree, iaral way,
now frequently occurring in countless smaller comities as
they seek to save their own special landmarks.

The Peter Van Schaack house in Kinderhook beganGeorgian

brick home in 1785. About a century later one Jaklies reputed to

be Albany’s leading jeweler, acquired the housa a&dding present
for his new wife, completely renovating the exteiiothe newly fash-
ionable French Second Empire (after Napoleon tifleswith mansard
roof, bay windows, wide porch, and so many dethid it takes some
sleuthing to discover that the brick walls are maaHier. In that sense
one might say it was a successful face lift, thimkles of age having
disappeared. From a preservation point of vievessoration to its
original Georgian style would not be appropriate.
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Preservation becomes America

Although long a part of the European consciessnpublic
acceptance of the principle of preservation haitfd §tart in
America. We were a fresh, frontier country withiditstructural
patrimony to buttress our sense of self. When Béifzhia's
Independence Hall was threatened with demolitiob8h5,
a novel, grass-roots idea arose to save this syoib@tion
founding. When Mount Vernon fell on hard times aswsaved
by the disenfranchised — a group of very motivateden.
This became the Mount Vernon Ladies' Associatiqurizate
group founded in 1853. It is our nation's oldestamal historic
preservation organization. Like these distinguiskeaimples,
until recently most great preservation efforts arfssm Ameri-
can volunteerism.

Renovations of older homes are usually not as ss@deas James
Mix’s wedding cake. For reasons of economy, reoessipportunism,
poor taste, or negligence, once fine houses aretsoes condemned
as public eye soars, then to oblivion. The consserf a community
finds its best expression in saving lives (volunfee companies and
rescue squads), preserving open space (land cansgjvand rescuing
older structure (historic preservation groups armgjams). As a re-
minder of the importance of the latter of theseghsg the Capt John
Hathaway Residence, formerly on Warren Street, biudster
stripped and holed to become a garage before banegl.

Sic transibga mundi

Not until the National Historic Preservation Adt1966 did
government get behind preservation in a big ways Tw laid
the foundation for state and local codificatiortiod principles
of preservation, including requirements for theigawby his-
toric preservation commissions of both alteratitmexisting
structures and new construction if located in deesigd historic
districts. These provisions were not establishetiout contro-
versy as communities wrestled with apparently opypprinci-
ples: individualist land rights vs. the common Héaef prin-
cipled planning.

Personal desires verses public interest
The nexus of this issue is that in locationkisforic impor-
tance home owners may be called upon to reconeitgopal



