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A Guid e for K eep ing  W eather T ig ht 
The roof of your old er and  historic b uild ing  is g round  zero for provid ing  a 
w eather-tig ht d efense ag ainst the elem ents, and  central in  any strateg y for 
w eatherization and  increasing  energ y efficiency. The roof type and  m aterials 
affect your b uild ing ’s heating  and  cooling  ab ilities. And  w ith an estim ated  30  
percent of heat loss occurring  through the w alls, ceiling  and  floors, it m akes 
g ood  sense for b uild ing  ow ners to focus on their roofing  and  ensure it is do-
ing  the b est possib le job. O nce roofing  is let go, even for a season or tw o, 
d am ag e and  d eterioration can set in. The long er it is neg lected , the m ore ex-
pensive it w ill likely b e to repair. O ld er and  historic b uild ing s are inherently d e-
sig ned  to ad d ress heat loss and  cooling . But they can alw ays b e m ad e m ore 
energ y efficient and  perform  using  new  technolog y, such as through solar ac-
cess. W hole house w eatherization m ay start w ith the roof b ut should  not end  
there. Assess all parts, from  w indow s and  m echanical system s to insulation 
and  air leaks. This resource, d ivid ed  into the follow ing  sections, is intend ed  to 
help you look at your b uild ing ’s roof and  its parts, and  think about all options.  
 

Is M y Roof Energ y Efficient? 

How Do I K now if M y Roof is Failing ? 

W hat Typ e of Roof Form  is O n  M y Bu ild ing ? 

W hen Rep lacing  M y Roof, Do M aterials M atter?                                     

• Asphalt, Flat, M etal, Slate, Tile, and  W ood  

Case Stud ies: 

• Altering  the R oof Line 
• Anatom y of a R oof 
• Early Intervention is Key 
 
 
For m ore inform ation...  

Am erican  Foursq uare house und erg oing  rehab ilitation  
P ittsb urg h, P ennsylvan ia 

Start with the Roof 

Go to www.P reservationN ation.org /W eatherization  to find  
ad d itional resources on roofing  and  m uch m ore for your    
older and  historic b uild ing . 

www.preservationnation.org
www.preservationnation.org/weatherization
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Is M y Roof Energ y Efficient? 
Your roof is only one part of the energ y efficiency eq uation, though 
often a m ajor source for heat loss through the attic and  other loca-
tions. Diag nosing  w hether or not your roof is perform ing  w ell, in  
term s of energ y efficiency, can b e d one through a w hole house en-
erg y aud it as w ell as sim ple, easy-to-do tests.  
 

For ow ners of older and  historic b uild ing s in  cold er clim ates, try the 
m elt test. Is snow  m elting  m ore q uickly on your roof in com parison 
to nearby b uild ing s? Different patterns of snow  m elt and  the form a-
tion of icicles and  ice d am s m ay b e ind ications of larg e air leaks, 
lack of attic venting , and  inad eq uate insulation. HVAC d uctw ork, of-
ten located  in  the attic of an  old er hom e, is another source allow ing  
for heat loss. W hen d ucts leak, w hich is often, this allow  larg e 
am ounts of valuab le heat into the attic.   
 

Diag nosing  the prob lem  w ith your roof and  keeping  a tig ht ‘lid ’ on 
your b uild ing  is only the first step. W hat follow s should  b e a strat-
eg y to ad d ress w ater and  m oisture infiltration, sealing  air leaks and  
d uctw ork, and  the appropriate installation of insulation w here 
needed .   
 
A A b ung alow  w ith uniform  b uild up of snow  m ay ind icate g ood  

insulation and  an  overall w eather tig ht roof. 
B A Second  Em pire b uild ing  w ith com b ination of m ansard  and  

flat roofs, as w ell as d orm ers, creates lots of areas for potential 
air leaks. 

C As snow  m elts m ore q uickly on a roof in com parison to others, 
it m ay ind icate a source for larg e am ounts of heat loss. 

D W eatherization can help tig hten up a b uild ing  for g reater en-
erg y efficiency and  com fort so occupants do not have to re-
sort to m ake-shift w ays for sealing  up air leaks. 

E M ost old er b uild ing s, even m od ernist houses like this one from  
Phoenix, AZ , w ere d esig ned  w ith energ y efficiency in m ind . 
W id e overhang s provid e shad e and  protect the interior from  
heat g ain.  

 
 

Start with The Roof 

A B 

C 

E D 

1 

www.preservationnation.org


A
d
ria

n
 S
c
o
tt F

in
e
/
N
T
H
P
 

How Do I K now if M y Roof is Failing ? 
All roofing  m aterials d eteriorate and  eventually w ill fail over tim e, 
d epend ing  on the q uality of the m aterial, appropriate installation, 
routine inspection, and  ongoing  m aintenance. R oofs are sub ject to 
natural forces like rain, snow , sun d eg rad ation, w ind  and  pollutants. 
R oofs are also com m only d am ag ed  by falling  tree lim b s, sm all ani-
m als, foot-traffic and  insect infestation. In  g eneral, w hen roofing  has 
failed , replace using  in-kind  m aterials w here possib le and  only con-
sid er sub stitute m aterials w hen technically or econom ically not fea-
sib le. 
 

A Detail near dorm er show ing  asphalt fib erg lass roof shing les 
that are com pletely failing  — d elam inated , curled , w orn, frayed  
— and  likely allow ing  w ater to enter the b uild ing . Typically, as-
phalt shing les last b etw een 15 to 25 years b efore need ing  re-
placem ent.  

B Asphalt shing les that are puckered  like this m ay ind icate prob -
lem s w ith the und erlying  sheathing  d eck or felt m ovem ent of-
ten caused  by varying  m oisture levels in  the m aterial und er 
the shing les. Possib le strateg ies includ e im proving  attic venti-
lation to elim inate excess hum id ity and  refastening  the d is-
torted  shing les.   

C By the tim e your roof failure has reached  this point — collect-
ing  w ater in  b uckets and , in  this case, a child ren’s sw im m ing  
pool — d am ag e is read ily apparent w ith saturated  ceiling s, 
loose plaster and  lath, and  holes. Fixing  the roof and  d rying  
out the house is still an  option, as w ell as repairing  d am ag ed  
ceiling s. If let g o long -term , serious structural issues w ill form . 

D Slate roof shing les are a strong  and  d urab le m aterial that typi-
cally last b etw een 6 0  to 125 years. During  the w inter, slate 
m ay b e d am ag ed  by ice or ice d am s and  d aily freeze-thaw   
cycles. Before slates them selves fail, roof fasteners and  nails 
m ig ht corrod e or loosen w hich req uires reg ular inspection. 

E A properly ventilated  and  insulated  roof should  have no sig ns 
of ice d am m ing  or icicles. Heat loss m elts snow  w hich then 
travels to g utters, cools off and  form s ice. Locate sources of 
air leaks, insulate and  seal to prevent roof d am ag e. 
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W hat Typ e of Roof Form  is on  M y Bu ild ing ? 
O ld er and  historic b uild ing s have a variety of roof types, starting  
w ith the overall shape. As you m aintain your b uild ing , and  consid er 
w ays to w eatherize, think about the architectural character too. 
 

A GABLE. The m ost com m on roof shape is found  on all types of 
b uild ing s, in  this case, a 1910 s Craftsm an Bung alow  in Phoenix, 
AZ , w ith front-facing  paired  g ab les. R oof is form ed  by tw o 
sloping  planes rising  from  sid e w alls and  m eeting  at central 
rid g e line. Typical features includ e overhang ing  eaves, som e-
tim es w ith exposed  rafter tails or w ood  b arg eboard s. 

B GAM BR EL. Instead  of having  a sing le rid g e at the peak, g am -
b rel roofs have three rid g es, one at the peak and  tw o along  
sloping  sid es. This roof type is often found  on Dutch Colonial 
R evival or som etim es Q ueen Anne houses, such as this exam -
ple in M anchester, N ew  Ham pshire. 

C THATCH. Curved  ed g es, artificial sag s and  und ulating  shing les 
are often d evices to sim ulate S torybook architecture d esig n.  

D HIPPED. Form ed  by four sloping  roof planes extend ing  from  
the w alls to a rid g e, usually w ith overhang ing  eaves. 

E CR O SS  GABLE. U sually found  on T, L  or cross-shaped  b uild -
ing s, form ed  by the intersection of tw o g ab les, typically at the 
center of the roof.  

F FLAT. R arely entirely flat and  usually g rad ually sloped  to d rain 
w ater aw ay, som etim es featuring  a low  w all or parapet along  
the ed g es. 

G JER KIN HEAD. A rid g ed  roof w ith g ab le end s w ith the end s 
‘sliced  off’ to g ive the appearance of a fold , turndow n and  
truncated  g ab le. 

H M AN SAR D. S teeply sloping  planes extend ing  from  a flat roof, 
often found  on Second  Em pire architecture. 

I GO O GIE, M O DER N IST. Exag g erated , experim ental roof form s 
and  soaring  shapes found  on M id -Century b uild ing s, b reaking  
all the rules, such as this b uild ing  in  Asb ury Park, N J. 

J SAW TO O TH. Com posed  of series of parallel roofs in succes-
sion, resem b ling  a saw . O ften found  on ind ustrial b uild ing s 
provid ing  optim al d aylig hting . 
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Asp halt Roofing  
N ow  the m ost popular roofing  m aterial, asphalt cam e into prom inence 
in the late 19 th century. Tod ay asphalt is m ad e w ith fib erg lass. Generally 
asphalt is cost effective and  easily installed  w ith a lifespan of approxi-
m ately 20  years. Hom eow ners can choose from  a variety of colors, pat-
terns (rectang ular, d iam ond  and  hexagonal), as w ell as b etw een 3-tab  
plain, flat and  d im ensional ‘architectural’ shing les that create a ‘shadow ’ 
and  im itate the look of w ood  and  slate shing les.  
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• M oss or m old  form ing  on surface 
• Shing les are d elam inating  
• M ineral g ranules and  coating  appears com pletely w orn 
• Ed ges are frayed , curled  
• N ails are popping  out 
 

A Second  Em pire house w ith m ansard  roof and  stained  and  d eterio-
rating  asphalt shing le roofing . W ater runoff, likely along  w ith 
som e chem ical com posite, is responsib le for stains. 

B Delam inated  and  w orn asphalt roof need ing  replacem ent. 
C Early sig ns of asphalt sing le b reak d ow n. Generally if 20  percent 

or m ore is d eteriorated , replacem ent m ig ht b e w arranted . 
D Loose shing les w ith nails popping  out ind icate failure, in  this 

case, w ith und erlying  structure and  sheathing .  
 
 

A C 

 

Tud or Revival hom e with d im ensional asp halt shing le roof 
Cincinnati, O hio 

B D 
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W hen Rep lacing  M y Roof, Do M aterials M atter? 
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Flat Roofing  

Flat and  slig htly sloping  roofs are com m on on m any old er and  historic 
b uild ing s, from  row  houses to m odernist hom es d ating  to the m id -
1950 s and  6 0 s. R arely are flat roofs entirely flat, instead  usually g rad u-
ally sloping  in  one d irection of the b uild ing  to d rain w ater. Flat roofs are 
often not visib le , som etim es featuring  a low  parapet or pent roof at the 
ed g es of the flat roof. U sually a b uilt-up or rub b er m em b rane system  is 
used  to cover flat roofs and  should  b e reg ularly inspected  and  m ain-
tained . Flat roofs present a risk that sloped  roofs do not. Any slig ht im -
perfection in the slope can create a low  spot w here w ater collects. In-
ternal d rains and  scuppers are often used  and  m ust b e cleaned  reg u-
larly. 
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• W ater pond ing , clog g ed  d rains and  scuppers 
• Cracked , b rittle m em b rane 
• Bub b les, separation and  cracking  of the asphalt or roofing  felt 
 

A 1950 s ranch house in a neig hborhood  of sim ilar d esig ns. 
B R ow  houses in W ashing ton, DC, w ith uniform  roof appearance 

w here rooftop ad d itions (d ecks, ad d itions, HVAC) are d ifficult to 
achieve w ithout altering  the character. 

C Grad ual-sloping  roof on m od ernist house in Tulsa, O K.  
D Italianate house w ith com b ination of flat and  m ansard  roofs.   
 

A 

 

Art M od erne 1940 s ap artm ent house with flat roof and  p orch 
Santa M on ica, Californ ia 

B C D 

A
d
ria

n
 S
c
o
tt F

in
e
/
N
T
H
P
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M etal Roofing  
Sheet m etal roofing , usually copper, lead , tin  plate, tern  plate, zinc or 
g alvanized  iron, req uires ongoing  m aintenance and  inspection to en-
sure its hold s up, som etim es as long  as 6 0  years or m ore. The type of 
m etal used  often d ictates the appearance, such as how  it is finished  
and  the m ethod  for joining  sections. Som e m etal roofing  is left exposed  
and  uncoated  (copper). Tw o types of com m only-used  joints for m etal 
roofing  are flat-seam  and  raised  or stand ing -seam . Deterioration can 
occur from  corrosion, g alvanic action and  rust.  
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• R ust, pitting , streaking  and  corrosion 
• Previous tar patches 
• Punctures in  the m etal 
• Broken seam s, joints 
 

A R ed -painted  m etal roof w ith cupola on row  house in York, PA. 
B Lustron hom es from  the late 194 0 s have a roofing  system  of in-

terlocking , stam ped , m etal roofing  tiles, g utters, and  dow n-
spouts. The tiles are stam ped  m etal sheets finished  w ith a pro-
tective porcelain enam el coating .  

C Early 20 th century Am erican Foursq uare house in Louisville, 
KY, w ith m etal roofing  that is w ell-m aintained  and  properly 
coated  to ensure a long  life span. 

 
 

A C 

 

Gothic style house with m etal stand ing  seam  roof   
Carlisle, P ennsylvan ia 
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Slate Roofing  
W id ely used  throughout the early 20 th century, slate is a d urab le roof-
ing  m aterial that typically lasts 6 0 -125 years. It w as often used  to create 
d ecorative patterns, in  m any shapes, includ ing  rectang ular, hexagonal 
and  d iam ond . A variety of slate colors are often com m on, som etim es to 
create a uniform  appearance, other tim es a m ore varieg ated  look. Som e 
slate m aterial is b etter than others, d epend ing  on the source. 
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• M issing , loose or b roken slates  
• Delam inated  slates  
• Brittle to touch, flaking  apart 
• Exposed  sheathing  
 
A Philad elphia, PA, d uplex w ith m issing  slates and  holes in roof. If 

approxim ately 30  percent or m ore of slates are m issing  or failing , 
com plete roof replacem ent m ig ht b e w arranted . 

B Irreg ular-patterned  slates on 1920 s row  house im itate the q uaint 
and  ag ed  appearance of Cotsw old , Eng land . To keep w ater out, it 
is im portant to m aintain m etal rid ge caps. 

C Q ueen Anne style hom es often used  slates to continue intricate 
patterns from  w alls to roofing . 

D Fish scale slate shing les and  d orm er ind icate som e m aterial d e-
terioration, includ ing  flashing .  

A B C 

 

Tud or Revival house with swep t valley slate roofing   
Los Ang eles, Californ ia 
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T ile Roofing  
Terra cotta clay and  concrete (AKA cem ent) tile roofing  com es in a va-
riety of shapes, sizes, colors and  finishes. They typify m any architec-
tural styles, from  R om anesq ue R evival and  M ission to Prairie School. 
Tile is heavy and  often req uires structural reinforcem ent, usually found  
on sloping  roofs. Typically tile roofing  lasts for w ell m ore than 50  years, 
up to around  80  years. 
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• M issing , loose or b roken tiles 
• Crazed  or spalling  tiles 
• Brittle to touch, b reaking  apart 
• Exposed  sheathing  
 

A Installation of new  b arrel-shaped  red  clay tile roof on 1930 s 
house. 

B Inspect for m issing  tiles at rid g e caps and  other prim ary sources 
of w ater entry, such as the exposed  fascia on this house. 

C Concrete tile can b e tinted  for various colors and  appearances, 
som etim es used  for in-kind  replacem ent as a closely-m atching  
sub stitute m aterial. 

D The b right b lue color of the roof tile is a character-d efining   
feature of this Tudor style house in N ew  O rleans, LA. 

 
 
 

A C 

 

M ed iterranean style cottag e with varieg ated  terra cotta tile roof   
P hoenix, Arizona 

W hen  Rep lacing  M y Roof, Do M aterials M atter? 
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W ood  Shake and  Shing le Roofing  
W ood  is an  early roofing  prod uct, often using  w hite pine, cypress and  
oak, red  ced ar and  red w ood , and  has lifespan b etw een 30  to 60  years. 
Shing les are g enerally tapered  w ith sm ooth surface, w hile shakes are 
less uniform  in  thickness w ith m ore of a rustic appearance. It is im por-
tant to choose w ood  carefully to ensure d urab ility and  resistance to d e-
cay (rot). O ther causes for failure and  d eterioration are d etachm ent 
and  insect infestation. Shing les are often left to w eather naturally, turn-
ing  the w ood  silver, d ark g ray or d ark b row n. Too m uch w eathering  
from  sun erosion, w ind , d eb ris and  precipitation can b e a prob lem . 
 

Keep a look out for these prob lem s: 
• Thin from  erosion 
• Split and  w arping  of w ood  
• M oss or m old  form ing  on surface 
 

A 19 4 0 s house w ith w ood  shing le roof and  clay tile rid g e caps. 
B N ew , replacem ent w ood  shing le roof on 184 0 s house. 
C R anch house w ith rustic w ood  shake roof that has b een left to 

w eather naturally. 
D Deteriorated  and  failing  w ood  shing le roof. 
E Treated  (stained ) roof shing les on this form er lifesaving  station 

in Lew es, DE, can som etim es last long er than those left un-
treated . 

 
 

A D 

 

V ernacular 1840 s farm house with new wood  shing le roof 
Georg etown, Delaware 

B C E 
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CASE STU DY : Altering  the Roof L ine 
O ld er and  historic b uild ing s are, in part, d efined  by their roofs, in 
term s of form , elem ents and  m aterials. Chang ing  the roof to accom -
m od ate new  ad d itions or other features such as roof d ecks, pent-
houses or the installation of HVAC eq uipm ent can b e challeng ing . 
W hen chang ing  the roof form  and  overall shape of a roof, consid er 
w ays to m inim ize the visual im pact, especially from  prom inent front-
facing  facad es that are hig hly-visib le. Think about w ays to screen 
chang es and  also consid er how  alterations can affect a roof’s d rain-
ag e patterns and  w ater runoff. 
 

A     An ad d ition at the rear of this sm all Tudor R evival house in the 
F.Q . S tory Historic District in  Phoenix, AZ , attem pts to m atch 
the pitch and  scale of the g ab le roof form s on the orig inal por-
tion of the house. It also carries over a sim ilar w all m aterial and  
attic vent. In  this case, the ad d ition allow s the ow ner to expand  
a sm all hom e w ith ad d itional sq uare footag e w hile keeping  the 
expansion larg ely confined  to the less-visib le rear portions of 
this property. 

B O n a street lined  w ith larg e, early 20 th century tw o-story 
hom es, this house now  stand s out from  the others. The over-
sized  third -floor ad d ition d ram atically alters the character of 
the house and  street w ith its new  height. The roofline and  form  
of the house have b een com pletely chang ed  through this ad d i-
tion. Before it likely had  a hipped  roof w ith d orm ers. N ow  it has 
a shallow -pitched  front-facing  g ab le roof. R oof ad d itions of 
this scale are d ifficult to achieve w ithout causing  d am ag e. 

C A larg e third  floor ad d ition on this Tudor R evival house at-
tem pts to m aintain the orig inal roof form  and  overall character 
of the house. The ad d ition w as achieved  by extend ing  the roof 
upw ard s. Tw o dorm ers m atch the roof pitch and  m im ic the 
front-facing  g ab le entrance. W here this roof ad d ition is less 
successful is the overall scale and  proportions. The front facing  
entrance g ab le w as orig inal in  scale to the orig inal roof line. 
N ow  w ith the ad d ition it appears too sm all. The house also 
stand s out d ram atically from  neighboring  hom es w hich all have 
a consistent roof height that is m uch low er in  scale.   
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CASE STU DY : Anatom y of a Roof 
O ld er and  historic b uild ing s have lots of parts and  elem ents. They 
help d efine them  architecturally and  also serve functional need s in  
shed d ing  w ater, provid ing  ventilation and  shad e, and  keeping  the in-
terior d ry, com fortab le and  energ y efficient. Just as the roof need s 
m aintenance and  attention so d o these integ ral parts.  
 

A       1. Integ ral, b uilt-in g utter. U sually these are hid d en from  view  
and  concealed  b ehind  architectural features, such as cor-
nices. Built-in g utters m ay b e lined  w ith m etal or rub b er 
m em b rane system . 

2. Chim neys are often hig hly d ecorative as w ell as functional. 
3. M etal rid g e caps are im portant in  sealing  g aps and  keeping  
w ater from  entering  the b uild ing .  

B 1. Half-round  g utters hang ing  from  anchors attached  to the 
b uild ing  just under shing les and  fascia. Copper and  steel 
have a long er lifespan, follow ed  by alum inum  g utters. M oni-
tor for any rips or tears, b lockag es and  g alvanic action. 

 2. Dow nspout m ounted  to the exterior w all to collect the rain-
w ater and  d eliver it to the g round , w here it can d rain aw ay 
from  the b uild ing . 

 3. Front g ab le d orm ers should  have appropriate flashing  along  
the sid es, at roof intersections and  valleys to prevent w ater 
from  penetrating . 

 4 . W id e eaves provid e shad e and  help cool the house. 
C. 1. Eng ag ed  rounded  dorm er w ith m etal roofing  should  have 

flashing  in  place at the intersection b etw een the tw o roofing  
m aterials.  

 2. M etal roofs on the b ay and  entrance porch should  b e 
painted  to prevent further d eg rad ation. 

 3. Cornices are architectural and  serve as a rid g e intersection 
b etw een the sloping  m ansard  roof and  the flat roof at top. 

 4 . Flashing  should  installed  here as w ell, typically placed       
und erneath the slate roofing . 

 5. Call in  a roofing  specialist at the first sig ns of loose or m iss-
ing  slate shing les. 
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CASE STU DY : Early Intervention  is K ey 
Assessing  the cond ition of your b uild ing ’s roof is critical, req uiring  
routine inspection and  ongoing  m aintenance. W hen this d oes not 
occur, little prob lem s can q uickly turn  into b ig  issues, such as com -
plete roof failure. W ith m any old er and  historic b uild ing s it is d iffi-
cult to d eterm ine the cond ition of the roof b ecause it is not read ily 
visib le. This is often the case w ith row  houses and  others that have 
flat, shallow  pitched  roofs. O nce a roof has b een com prom ised  and  
no long er d oing  its job  at keeping  the elem ents out and  the b uild ing  
d ry, the structure itself (and  possib ly of nearby b uild ing s, if at-
tached ) w ill b eg in to fail. Early and  im m ed iate intervention is im por-
tant to try and  step in and  rem ed y the prob lem , even if through 
tem porary m easures, such as tarping  a roof. This can allow  enough 
tim e to d evelop a long -term  strateg y and  solution, such as raising  
fund ing  for repairs or find ing  a new  ow ner for an  end ang ered  b uild -
ing .  
 

A  A view  from  above clearly show s the d am ag e and  severe d ete-
rioration of the roof on this row  house.  Let go, the likelihood  of 
saving  the interior is m uch m ore challeng ing . Im m ed iate stab i-
lization is called  for in  this case by securing  the roof. 

B Tarping  can b e a really effective, short-term  strateg y for secur-
ing  a storm -d am ag ed  and /or failing  roof system . This w ill b uy 
you tim e to d ecide on repair options, to red uce costs b y arrest-
ing  d am ag e, and  to allow  the interior of a b uild ing  to d ry out. 
Generally the stand ard  plastic tarp last about 9 0  d ays, perhaps 
long er, d epend ing  on the season and  clim ate. Installation 
should  b e d one by a professional so it is firm ly secured  and  
d oes not cause d am ag e to rem aining  roof m aterials and  ele-
m ents.  

C W hen the roof collapsed  on this im portant historic church 
b uild ing , w ater had  b een entering  the structure for som e tim e. 
Follow ing  the com plete failure of a roof, although not im possi-
b le, it is m uch m ore d ifficult and  costly to stab ilize and  salvag e 
a b uild ing . Early intervention w ith a m ethod  for stab ilizing  the 
roof and  keeping  the w ater out m ig ht have helped  prevent this 
roof failure.  
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CASE STU DY : K eep  the Porch 
The front porch is perhaps one of the m ost im portant features of 
old er and  historic hom es. In  m any cases, the front porch helps d e-
fine a house. It creates a strong  connection b etw een the resid ent 
and  the street activity d irectly outsid e. As a focal point and  integ ral 
elem ent, it provides scale and  helps transition b etw een the outsid e 
and  the interior. And  not only d oes a porch provid e protection from  
the elem ents, it also serves an im portant function as an  energ y sav-
ing s d evice. Porches provid e shade to help cool interior spaces and  
b lock heat g ain as w ell as offer natural ventilation to escape the 
heat and  cool off. W ith w id e roof overhang s, d eep porches and  tw o-
story verand as are inherently energ y saving  elem ents and  should  b e 
retained  as part of any w eatherization strateg y. All too often, the 
porch is the first to b e let g o w ith failing  roofs and  inad eq uate sys-
tem s for d rainage of w ater that can q uickly lead  to structural insta-
b ility. R ather than ‘rip off’ your porch, repair it or, if necessary d ue to 
d eterioration, replace it w ith a porch that m atches the orig inal as 
closely as possib le.  
 

A This Q ueen Anne house in Pittsb urg h, PA, suffered  years of ne-
g lect, d eterioration and  inappropriate alterations, includ ing  the 
rem oval of the orig inal fram e porch. An oversized  m asonry ad -
d ition replaced  the porch and  ob scured  the character of this 
house and  entire neighborhood  b lock for d ecad es. The house 
w as acq uired  by a local com m unity d evelopm ent corporation, 
the ad d ition w as rem oved , and  rehab ilitation initiated , show n 
here in prog ress.  

B Follow ing  the rehab ilitation, the house is restored  to its orig inal 
character. The new ly-constructed  porch w as d esig ned  to 
m atch the orig inal as closely as possib le, in scale and  m aterials.  

C Porches are easily susceptib le to failure w hen roofing  and  
found ation support have severely d eteriorated . Intervention is 
key, even if b y tem porary m easures provid ing  ad d itional sup-
port, like this exam ple. O nce a porch com pletely fails or col-
lapses, the costs to repair and  replace can b e far g reater. You 
also lose a very im portant character d efining  feature. 
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CASE STU DY : Letting  the L ig ht In  
Skylig hts are m ore com m on than you m ig ht think in  old er and  his-
toric b uild ing s. In attached  row  houses and  d uplexes, they are often 
used  to help b ring  in  natural lig ht in  locations that w ould  otherw ise 
b e w ithout. Places like d ark b athroom s and  enclosed  stairw ells are 
exam ples. In  historic com m ercial b uild ing s, larg e skylig hts have 
b een a useful d evice for letting  in natural lig ht. Depend ing  on their 
size and  location, they can help save energ y by d aylig hting  an  inte-
rior that otherw ise w ould  need  to rely on electrical sources. Trad i-
tionally they have b een used  for this function as w ell as ventilation 
(if operab le) and , in  som e cases, for access to the roof. O ld er sky-
lig hts are usually m etal fram ed  in various form s (hipped , g ab led  and  
d om ed ) on flat roofs or flat on sloped  roofs. Skylights, then and  
now , can pose prob lem s if not properly installed  and  m aintained , 
lead ing  to leaks. A lot of old er skylig hts have b een rem oved , con-
cealed  or painted  over. In  g eneral, w hen repairing  or ad d ing  a new  
skylight to an older and  historic b uild ing , keep the follow ing  in  m ind : 
• Locate skylig hts on roofs that are not hig hly visib le, at the rear for 

instance, so they d o not d etract from  the b uild ing ’s character.  
• Hire a professional to help you properly install or restore a sky-

lig ht to avoid  d am ag ing  the roof or cutting  into a roof truss.  
• Ensure your skylig ht has appropriate flashing  so w ater is d irected  

aw ay from  the opening  and  to avoid  leaks.    
 

A M etal fram ed , flat skylight on sloping  roof w ith tw elve separate 
panels of g lass em itting  lig ht into the interior. It is im portant to 
m aintain a secure and  w eather tig ht connection using  appro-
priate flashing  b etw een the raised  w alls of the skylig ht and  the 
m etal roofing .  

B The interior of a d om ed  skylig ht is a d ram atic focal point for 
this room . Ensure g lass is clear of any d eb ris, there is no m ois-
ture infiltration b etw een panels, and  repair b roken g lass. 

C` Grand  houses of the late 19 th and  early 20 th centuries som e-
tim es featured  lead ed  and  stained  g lass skylig hts as a d ecora-
tive elem ent, often in  a entryw ay or g rand  stair hall. U sually 
panels are protected  by a second ary skylig ht located  above 
that can w ithstand  the elem ents.   
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CASE STU DY : Tap p ing  Solar Power 
Increasing ly solar pow ered  system s and  roof installations are b eing  
red iscovered , ad apted  w ith new  technolog y and  consid ered  as en-
erg y costs rise. Generally there are tw o types: photovoltaic and  
therm al. Photovoltaic or PV  system s (solar panels) g enerate elec-
tricity from  sunlight using  solar cells m ad e up into m od ules and  ar-
rays w here each cell prod uces one or tw o w atts of electricity from  
sunlig ht. Therm al system s use the energ y from  the sun to prod uce 
heat, not electricity, w hich is then usually tied  to a b uild ing ’s w ater 
system . The m ethod  and  size of installations for both system s vary, 
though each need s optim al sunlight cond itions and  placem ent. A 
new  d evelopm ent is Build ing  Integ rated  Photovoltaic System s 
(BIPV ) w hich integ rate the PV  or therm al system s d irectly into the 
b uild ing ’s m aterials, such as the roof shing les. If installed  appropri-
ately, BIPV s m ay m inim ize the visual im pact of trad itional ‘solar 
panel’ applications, d ifficult to d etect from  stand ard  shing les.  
 

O ld er and  historic b uild ing s m ay present uniq ue challeng es and  re-
q uire creative approaches, b ut often can b e part of the solar pow -
ered  solution. Som e g eneral factors to consid er are: 
• Irreversib ility of installations 
• Location and  pub lic visib ility  
• M ounting  installations that do no harm  b uild ing  m aterials 
• Size of system s 
• Appearance (color, finish, g lare and  overall shape) 
 

A      R aised  panel system  at an  ang le on rear roof elevation of an   
historic hom e.  

B The m ounting  of solar panels on hig hly visib le view s, such as 
front facad es, is prob lem atic as it g reatly alters and  contrasts 
w ith the character of the house. In  ad d ition, m ounting  on roof-
ing , such as clay tile and  other frag ile m aterials, should  b e 
avoid ed  so as not to cause d am age. 

C The installation of this system  is very visib le and  incom patib le 
w ith the character of this larg e Dutch Colonial R evival house. 
W here possib le, system s like this should  b e placed  in less visi-
b le locations or perhaps g round -m ounted .  
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The N ational Trust for Historic Preservation (w w w .PreservationN ation. 
org ) is a non-profit m em b ership org anization b ring ing  people 
tog ether to protect, enhance and  enjoy the places that m atter to 
them . By saving  the places w here g reat m om ents from  history—and  
the im portant m om ents of everyd ay life—took place, the N ational 
Trust for Historic Preservation helps revitalize neighborhood s 
and  com m unities, spark econom ic d evelopm ent and  prom ote 
environm ental sustainab ility. W ith head q uarters in  W ashing ton, 
DC, nine reg ional and  field  offices, 29  historic sites, and  partner 
org anizations in  all 50  states, the N ational Trust for Historic 
Preservation provid es lead ership, ed ucation, ad vocacy and  resources 
to a national netw ork of people, org anizations and  local com m unities 
com m itted  to saving  places, connecting  us to our history and  
collectively shaping  the future of Am erica’s stories. 
 
1785 M assachusetts Avenue, N W  
W ashing ton, DC 20 0 36  
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Shotg un  house with hip  roof and  asp halt shing les  
Lou isville, K entucky 
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