
Overview

The foundation ties the historic building to its site, usually raising the body of the structure well above ground 
level.  The height, the materials, the features, and the details of a building’s foundation can all contribute to its 
historic character.

On commercial buildings, foundations are often indistinguishable from the upper walls of the building.  The brick 
or stucco surface is simply continuous to the ground, or sometimes a water table (a projection, molding, or 
decorative band at the first floor sill level) differentiates the upper walls from the foundation.  Foundation walls 
on residential buildings in the historic district are most typically solid brick perimeter walls or spaced masonry 
piers with nonstructural brick panels between the piers.  Often, decorative metal vents or pierced brickwork 
provide ventilation through the foundation.  Usually, a wooden sill plate rests on the perimeter wall or the 
piers, connecting the foundation to the wooden framing system for the house. Exposed brick pier foundations 
support some porches and entrances.  Wooden lattice panels often are used between the piers.  Substantial 
plantings screen many foundations from view.

Care and Maintenance

Appropriate ways to preserve foundations include the following, but always check with the Administrative 
Officer of the Historic District Commission to see if your work will require a COA.

• Provide adequate ventilation of the crawl space to prevent moisture problems.

• Provide adequate drainage of surface water by grading the site away from the foundation.

• If necessary, install drains around the foundation to eliminate surface-water problems.

• Maintain foundation plantings so that they do not hinder adequate ventilation and drainage of 
the foundation.  There should always be a minimum of twelve inches between any foliage and the 
foundation.

• Eliminate any vegetation that may cause structural damage to the foundation.  If use of an herbicide is  
required, be sure to spray only on vegetation, taking care to protect building materials from any spray 
or drip.

• Follow the guidelines for maintenance of masonry where applicable.
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GUIDELINES FOR FOUNDATIONS

1. The original form, pattern, color, and texture of 
historic foundations must be retained and pre-
served.

2. All architectural features that are charac-
ter-defining elements of the foundation, such 
as decorative vents and grilles, access doors, 
lattice panels, water tables, and steps must be 
retained and preserved.

3. Historic foundation materials must be pre-
served and retained whenever possible. If 
repair is necessary, materials that match the 
historic materials in composition, size, shape, 
color, pattern, and texture must be used. Sub-
stitute materials should be considered only if 
the original materials are not technically feasi-
ble.  Applications suggesting use of substitute 
materials must clearly compare use of desired 
material with possible use of original materials

4. New utility and mechanical connections 
through foundations must be located incon-
spicuously on side or rear walls where they will 
not be visible from the street.

5. Unpainted foundation materials that were his-
torically not coated shall not be painted or 
coated.

6. Previously painted foundations should be 
painted in dark colors that best reflect the 
foundation material.

7. Removal of paint from painted masonry foun-
dations is not recommended unless the brick 
is of high quality and was intended to be ex-
posed.  Undertake removal only with a chem-
ical paint remover specifically formulated for 
masonry. Always test the remover on an incon-
spicuous area or a test panel first.

8. New foundation features, such as vents or 
access doors, shall not be introduced if they 
would diminish the original design of the foun-
dation or damage historic foundation features, 
materials, or structural integrity.

9. In the installation of any material between ma-
sonry piers, it must be recessed and detailed so 
that the original piers are still prominent.  It must 
also provide ample ventilation for underside of 
building to prevent holding of moisture.


