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The City of Washington’s ongoing 
preservation efforts have made its historic 
district one of the most historically intact 
districts in the State.  Despite the rapid 
growth of the community, it has managed 
to retain its historic nineteenth century 
character.  The preservation of 
Washington’s historic character is due 
primarily to the people who live and own 
property within the historic district and 
who share a common vision to preserve 
their community’s heritage for future 
generations.   

While Washington has managed to 
preserve and enhance its historic district, 
there are a number of ongoing challenges 
facing the district.  These challenges 
include such things as new construction 
and its impact to the historic character of 
the district, as well as the use of new 
materials and preservation techniques 
that have emerged out of recent 
technological advances in the building 
industry.  

 

The purpose of the district is to promote 
and provide for land use activities, which 
will reflect its heritage through the cultural, 
educational, architectural and economic 
elements of the district while preserving 
the historic integrity of the City of 
Washington. 

 

 

1.1  Purpose of Design 
Guidelines 

These design guidelines are first and 
foremost a resource for property owners, 
builders, architects, and realtors to use in 
order to understand the reasons for, the 
proper methods of, and the overall 
benefits of historic preservation both to 
the individual and the community as a 
whole.  A secondary, but equally 
important purpose of this document is to 
be a guide for the community and Historic 
Preservation Commission to use when 
evaluating the appropriateness of exterior 

Chapter 1.0   Introduction to Design 
Guidelines
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changes to buildings and new 
construction proposed within the district.  
To that end, the guidelines included in this 
document will convey to the property 
owner the appropriate methods of 
improving his or her property. 

Indirect purposes for this guideline 
document are to foster a continued 
preservation effort that will protect and 
enhance the original character of the 
district, allow for changes and new 
construction that is unique yet compatible, 
help owners recognize the need for and 
assist in the improvement of their 
buildings, and to bolster the overall sense 
of place and pride in the community. 

Each section includes the guidelines 
themselves, along with a narrative and 
accompanying illustrations.  They are 
designed to provide detailed information 
and direction to the property owners and 
the residents of the local historic district, 
as well as to interested citizens. 

 

1.2   Secretary of Interior’s 
Standards for 
Rehabilitation 

 
All guidelines presented in this document 
are based on the Secretary of Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation.  The 
National Park Service created these ten 
basic principles in 1977 to guide property 
owners in preserving the historic integrity 
of a building.  As defined by the Secretary 
of Interior, “rehabilitation” is: 

“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 values."1 

The Standards, amended in 1990, 
recognize the need for adapting historic 
structures to modern times and therefore 
allow for changes and new construction 
that are compatible with the building 
and/or the historic district.  The standards 
are general enough that they apply to all 
architectural styles, periods, and building 
types.  The ten standards, as well as the 
detailed guidelines included in this 
document, are intended to be applied in a 
reasonable manner, taking into 
consideration economic and technical 
feasibility of the project.2 

The ten Standards for Rehabilitation 
follow on the next page. 

                                                 
1 US Secretary of Interior’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation.  1990. 
2 US Secretary of Interior’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation.  1990. 
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Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

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 shall 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 historic 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 archeological 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 the massing, size, 
scale, and architectural features 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. 
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1.3 Historic District 
Designation 

There are two types of historic district 
designation:  locally designated and 
National Register.  An historic district can 
have either or both of these designations. 
While the criteria a district must meet for 
either is virtually the same, the individual 
designations have different implications.  
Washington’s historic district has both 
national and local designations. 

 

 

What it means to be a local 
historic district 

If a district is designated as a local historic 
district, the community has determined 
that the area is an important part of the 
heritage of the community and in turn, 
deserves to be protected and preserved.  
While this local designation is certainly 
honorary and prestigious, it is also an 
overlay zoning district.  The first Historic 
Zoning District in the City of Washington 
was established on August 14, 1978.  
Unlike general use districts which identify 
that an area may be developed as 
residential, commercial, office, etc., a 
historic overlay recognizes the importance 
of preserving the historic resources within, 

and requires that proposed work to 
buildings in the historic district be 
reviewed through the Certificate of 
Appropriateness process. 

If a property is included within a locally 
designated historic district, the property 
owner must obtain a Certificate of 
Appropriateness prior to undertaking any 
exterior change to the property.  This 
would include, for example, general 
improvements such as re-roofing, as well 
as additions to existing buildings or new 
construction.  A local district does not, 
however, require an owner to seek 
approval for any interior improvements.  
Even if a property is not a historic building 
(such as a modern structure or vacant lot) 
it must still undergo the Certificate of 
Appropriateness process in order to 
ensure that any changes or improvements 
do not negatively impact the character of 
the historic district.  An explanation of 
certificates of appropriateness and the 
preservation process are explained later 
in this chapter.  

 

It should also be noted that these 
guidelines and the approval process 
contained within apply only when a 
property owner is seeking to make an 
exterior change, new construction, or 
demolition within the historic district.  No 
property owner is required to make any 
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improvements to his or her property by 
virtue of being in a local historic district.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What it means to be a National 
Register Historic District 

A National Register Historic District 
means that the district and its individual 
buildings are listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places.  Within a 
district, buildings and sites are classified 
as either “contributing” or “non-
contributing” resources.  Contributing 
resources still retain their original 
architectural and historic integrity and 
embody the qualities for which the district 
was designated.  Non-contributing 
resources, on the other hand, are 
structures that have either changed from 
their historic configuration or otherwise do 
not enhance the historic character of the 
district.   

The National Register program was 
authorized under the National 
Preservation Act of 1966 and is part of a 
nationwide program to identify, evaluate, 
and protect historic resources.  It is 
administered by the National Park Service 
under direction of the U.S. Department of 
the Interior.  There are over 70,000 
nationwide listings in the National 
Register including national and local 
landmarks and districts.  In North 
Carolina, there are over 2100 listings.3   
The National Register District for the City 
of Washington was designated on 
February 9, 1979.  Unlike local district 
designation, which is regulatory, a 
national district is primarily honorary.  
However, there are substantial economic 
benefits resulting from national 
designation 

 

When a property is listed individually on 
the National Register, or when it is a 
contributing structure within a National 
Register Historic District, it is eligible for 
certain incentives for rehabilitation.   The 
most used form of incentives, and one 
that has been widely successful in the 
State of North Carolina, is tax credits for 
rehabilitation of privately owned property.  
Currently, the federal tax code allows for a 
                                                 
3 National Register Fact Sheet #4.  “The National Register of Historic 
Places in North Carolina: Facts and Figures.  North Carolina State 
Historic Preservation Office. 

Local District 

   National Register District 
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20% tax credit for qualifying rehabilitations 
on income producing properties (such as 
commercial or residential buildings that 
are rented for profit).  Therefore, an owner 
could recoup 20% of the total cost of a 
rehabilitation project in the form of tax 
credits.  In North Carolina, there is an 
additional 20% state tax credit creating 
the potential for the property owner to 
recoup a total of 40% (state and federal) 
of the total cost of rehabilitation.  Owners 
of non-income producing properties 
(single-family residences) are eligible for a 
30% state tax credit in North Carolina. 

All three tax credit programs apply to 
substantial rehabilitations and must meet 
the ten Standards for Rehabilitation as 
outlined earlier in this chapter.  For 
income-producing properties, “substantial” 
rehabilitations would have an expense of 
at least $5,000 within a two-year period.  
Non-income producing projects would 
require a rehabilitation expense of at least 
$25,000 within a two-year period.   

The State Historic Preservation Office 
administers both the state and federal tax 
credit programs.  To obtain local tax credit 
information, please refer to the Eastern 
District Office of Archives and History, 
located at 117 Martin Luther King Jr. 
Drive, Greenville, NC 27858, (252) 830-
6580.   

 

Benefits of Preservation 

A study was completed in North Carolina 
in 1999 as to the direct economic benefits 
of the Rehabilitation Tax Credit Program.  
The raw figures indicated that between 
1976 and 1999, a total of 733 
rehabilitation projects totaling $315 million 
in construction costs enjoyed some form 
of tax incentive based on their historic 

designation.  This created over twelve 
thousand new, full-time jobs.  It also 
resulted in an estimated increase in retail 
sales of $800 million including over $235 
million in earnings.  These figures taken in 
light of the fact that most of these projects 
would not have been completed without 
the tax credits, is a testament to the 
success of the program and the benefit to 
the individual property owner.  The study 
also indicated that the credits largely 
benefited small and moderate business 
people rather than larger developers.  
Finally, the majority of these projects were 
residential.4 

 

Another study was published in 2000 by 
the South Carolina State Historic 
Preservation Office.  This study evaluated 
the direct benefit of local historic district 
designation to residential property values.  
The study used different methodologies in 
several different communities to validate 
the thesis that local historic district 
designation increases property values.  In 
Columbia, studies indicated that 
residential property values in locally 
designated historic districts increased at a 
faster rate than the market as a whole.  In 
Greenville, SC, the study determined that 
price per square foot jumped significantly 
after local historic designation (greater 
                                                 
4 The Economic Impact of the Rehabilitation Investment Tax Credit 
Program in North Carolina 
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than 50 percent in one district).  The study 
concluded that local district designation 
does indeed increase housing values.  
The assertion was that local historic 
district designation not only provides a 
sense of protection and security for 
property owners and potential investors, 
but also validates the historic value of the 
district resulting in the understanding that 
the inherent value of designated property 
is above and beyond that of its non-
designated equals.5 

It is interesting to note that neither of 
these two studies translated the increase 
in retail sales or property values to tax 
base.  Other studies have made the 
conclusion that historic preservation 
increases property values and in turn, 
increases tax base, which is ultimately 
beneficial to the entire community.  

 

 

                                                 
5 Historic Districts are Good for Your Pocket Book.  The Impact of 
Local Historic Districts on House Prices in South Carolina.  SC Dept. 
of Archives and History. January 2000. 

1.4    Historic Preservation 
Commission 

The City of Washington established the 
Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) 
on June 28, 1977 to assist property 
owners in the local historic district with the 
preservation process.  The HPC meets in 
regular session the first Tuesday of every 
month at 7:00 PM in the City Council 
Chambers of the Municipal Building.  The 
general public is invited to attend these 
meetings. 

The Commission is made up of seven 
members appointed to three year terms 
by City Council.  It consists of a chair, a 
vice-chair, regular members, and is 
assisted by the planning staff and the city 
attorney.  While each member is not 
required to live in the historic district, they 
are required to have experience, 
knowledge and qualifications in 
preservation, architecture, or related 
fields.   

The City of Washington was designated 
as a Certified Local Government (CLG) by 
the State Historic Preservation Office 
(SHPO) on March 12, 1992 and as such, 
is required to appoint its membership from 
the disciplines of architecture, history, 
architectural history, planning, 
archaeology, or other related fields.  The 
professional makeup of its membership 
gives credibility to the Commission and 
ensures objective decision making.  In 
order to obtain CLG designation, a 
community must meet detailed criteria 
established to ensure a model 
preservation process including 
establishing a qualified HPC, maintaining 
an inventory of historic properties, and 
providing for an effective public 
participation process in its preservation 
planning.  In order to ensure a competent 



Washington, NC – Historic District Design Guidelines 
 

8 

board that facilitates an effective 
preservation program, the SHPO 
continually monitors and evaluates each 
individual CLG. 

 

Responsibilities of the HPC 

Administering Certificates of 
Appropriateness (COA) is only one of the 
many responsibilities of the Historic 
Preservation Commission.  Above all, the 
HPC helps preserve historic sites that 
have important architectural, cultural, 
social, economic, political, or 
archaeological history for the enrichment 
of the community.  Among other things, it 
must also keep an inventory of historic 
resources, review National Register 
nominations, and it may designate local 
landmarks and districts. 

Perhaps the most important duty of the 
Historic Preservation Commission is 
educating individual property owners and 
the general public as to the importance, 
the benefits, and the proper methods of 
historic preservation.  The guidelines set 
forth in this document are intended to be 
used first by property owners as a manual 
of best practices and secondly as a guide 
for the HPC to make its decisions.  An 
informed property owner will not only 
know the best treatment for his or her 
property, but also what to reasonably 
expect when applying for a Certificate of 
Appropriateness.  Upon Request, the City 
of Washington provides a copy of the 
historic district design guidelines to every 
property owner within the historic district 
as well as any other citizen who simply 
wants to know how best to complete his 
or her preservation project. 

The Commission, through the staff liaison 
in the planning office, provides daily 
access to historic preservation 
information.  Planning staff assists 
property owners in understanding these 
design guidelines and helps guide them 
through the Certificate of Appropriateness 
process.  The planning office has a wealth 
of preservation resource information and 
can direct citizens to national, state, and 
local resources including preferred 
materials, techniques, and 
contractor/craftsman contact information.  
Owners interested in learning more about 
federal and state tax credit programs 
should also the local planning office. 

During each of its meetings, the HPC 
helps citizens in interpreting the design 
guidelines as they apply to individual 
projects.   A property owner may come to 
the Commission during a regular meeting 
to get advice on the proper approach to a 
specific project.  The Commission also 
has a pre-application subcommittee that 
meets with applicants prior to them going 
to the full board whenever they are doing 
new construction or a significant addition 
in the district.  As these types of projects 
are much more complex and require 
additional attention, the committee meets 
with the applicant to advise him or her on 
the guidelines and offer design input.  
Therefore, when the applicant does come 
before the full board, any questions or 
concerns will have been addressed and 
the Commission can review the certificate 
more quickly. 

The Historic Preservation Commission 
continues to educate itself so that it may 
pass along this knowledge to 
Washington’s citizens.  The preservation 
field is constantly changing with the 
development of new materials and 
technology, therefore the HPC must keep 
itself up-to-date on developing trends.  As 
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part of the Certified Local Government 
requirements, Washington’s HPC and city 
staff must attend preservation workshops 
and education sessions.  This continuing 
education not only gives the HPC the 
knowledge base it must have to facilitate 
the preservation process, but also affords 
credibility to the Commission and its 
actions.  

The Historic Preservation Commission is 
a quasi-judicial board that makes 
decisions as to the appropriateness of 
changes in the historic district based on 
these design guidelines.  The guidelines 
are founded in sound principles of 
preservation and outline detailed 
strategies for individual preservation 
activities.  While flexible in their 
application, these guidelines shape the 
decisions of the HPC.  The HPC is 
bound by the provisions in this 
document and cannot make decisions 
that are arbitrary or based on 
individual preferences or that of the 
Commission as a whole.  As such, the 
HPC must apply these guidelines 
consistently and cannot approve or deny 
a project in contradiction to any of the 
design guidelines. 

 

 

1.5                Certificate of 
Appropriateness 

Process 

A Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) 
must be obtained from the Historic 
Preservation Commission before any 
exterior work is undertaken on a building.  
This includes the demolition or relocation 
of any structure within the district.  A 
Certificate of Appropriateness certifies 
that the proposed work is consistent with 
the design guidelines and is appropriate 
within the context of the historic district.  
The COA is often a preliminary 
requirement to obtaining a building permit.  
A COA is not required for any interior 
improvements to the property.  While the 
property owner need not consult the HPC 
prior to doing any interior project, a 
building permit is sometimes required. 

       Major Works 

Projects requiring a COA come in two 
forms, major and minor works.  When a 
property owner is proposing any type of 
significant work such as new construction, 
alteration, significant restoration, 
demolition, or other significant activity in a 
historic district, this activity is deemed a 
“major work” project.  Major work projects 
require the review of the Historic 
Preservation Commission during a regular 
meeting. 

Minor Works 

Minor Works of COAs can be approved 
administratively by City staff.  Whenever a 
project does not alter the appearance and 
character of the property or will recreate 
the property’s original appearance, it is 
considered a “minor work”.  Minor works 
projects include, but are not limited to, 
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tasks such as the repair or replacement of 
architectural features with the same 
materials and design, construction and 
alteration of accessory structures, or the 
construction of fences or walls.  If these 
projects meet the design guidelines, city 
planning staff can approve the application 
in a matter of days.  Staff, however, 
cannot deny a COA.  If the staff person 
concludes that either the project does not 
fall under the minor works provisions or 
that it is conflict with these design 
guidelines, the application is forwarded to 
the HPC for review. See Appendix A2 for 
a detailed listing of major and minor works 
projects. 

 

Process 

Applications for Certificates of 
Appropriateness are processed through 
the planning office of the City of 
Washington and are available at 102 East 
Second Street.  Information may also be 
obtained by contacting the staff liaison to 
the HPC at (252) 975-9384.  The liaison 
will assess an applicant's proposed 
project and then advise the applicant how 
to proceed. The staff person will provide 
assistance with the historic district's 
design guidelines and specify which 
guidelines apply to the proposed project.  
A sample of the COA application is 
included in Appendix A4.  Applications 
should include any relevant supplemental 
materials, such as accurate drawings, site 
or plot plans, samples of materials, color 
chips, and photographs.  The deadline for 
submitting an application is the 15th of the 
month preceding the next meeting date.  

Upon receipt of a COA application, the 
staff liaison will issue comments on each 
application.  When the proposed project is 
presented to the HPC by the applicant, 

comments from the public will also be 
heard prior to any decision being made.  
Following the HPC rendering a decision, 
the applicant will receive written 
correspondence, including a COA, from 
the meeting and an explanation for the 
commission's decision.  At this point the 
applicant may apply for a building permit if 
necessary.  A flow chart of the COA 
process in included in Appendix A5. 

If the project involves new construction or 
extensive alterations, review by the new 
construction subcommittee of the HPC is 
required. The subcommittee meet with the 
property owner or representative at an 
early stage in the design process.  This 
informal committee will advise the 
applicant on the design guidelines.  This 
procedure will provide an applicant input 
on the appropriateness of the proposed 
work.  The subcommittee will not approve 
or deny a project, only advise the 
applicant in order to facilitate a quick and 
orderly approval process to a complex 
project. The new construction 
subcommittee will generate a progress 
report to be made available to the full 
commission. 

 

    Appeals 

Any decision of the HPC may be 
appealed to the zoning Board of 
Adjustment (BOA).  Appeals must be 
made within thirty days of the approval by 
the Commission of the minutes of the 
meeting containing the decision being 
appealed.  The BOA will evaluate the 
process and application of the design 
guidelines in making its decision.  Any 
appeal of a BOA decision shall be heard 
by the Superior Court of Beaufort County. 
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Enforcement 

An approved Certificate of 
Appropriateness gives the applicant the 
permission to proceed with his or her 
project, provided all other necessary 
permits have been obtained.  At this point, 
City staff will be available to assist the 
applicant to provide general advice as 
well as to ensure that the project 
continues to meet the provisions of the 
original approval.  Sometimes technical 
project issues or changes in a project’s 
scope of work may require that the 
original COA be amended.  Often, this is 
easily done by City staff without the 
applicant being required to go back to the 
HPC. 

Since the historic district overlay and the 
Certificate of Appropriateness process are 
included in the zoning ordinance, 
enforcement procedures are outlined in 
that ordinance.  If the approved project is 
not carried out to the provisions of the 
Certificate of Appropriateness (for 
example, a different material other than 
that approved is used), the project is 
considered to be in violation of the zoning 
ordinance and the applicant is given the 
opportunity to correct the situation.  If the 
violation continues, the applicant is 
subject to a citation and civil penalty as 
outlined in the zoning ordinance. 

 

1.6      Ties to Other Codes 
and Guidelines 

This document is a guide to exterior 
changes or new construction in the local 
historic district.  It does not regulate the 
use of land or how a property is to be 
developed.  It does not deal with 
construction standards, the management 
of utilities, or requirements for storm water 
runoff.  It does, however, serve as a 
companion to the other documents that 
include these developmental regulations.  

The zoning ordinance regulates the use 
of land including whether a property is 
zoned residential, office, commercial, 
etcetera.  It also includes dimensional 
standards for the use of land such as 
density, lot size, road frontage, height 
limitations, and the setback of structures 
on a lot.  Finally, the zoning ordinance 
includes supplemental standards for 
landscaping, signage, parking, and site 
plan review.  Since the historic district is 
actually a zoning entity, the ordinance 
also outlines the purpose of the Historic 
Preservation Commission and its 
processes.  The ordinance is 
accompanied by a zoning map, which 
outlines on a parcel-by-parcel basis 
specifically how the land can be used.  
While many zoning issues are addressed 
in the design guideline document, the 
zoning ordinance includes their specific 
requirements. 

The subdivision ordinance includes 
regulations for the subdivision of land, 
street and sidewalk design, utility and 
drainage easements, flood control, and 
driveway provisions.  Many of its 
construction requirements are outlined in 
detail in its companion Manual of 
Standard Designs and Details.  As with 
the zoning code, some of the items 
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covered in the subdivision ordinance are 
referenced in these design guidelines. 

The minimum housing code contains 
minimum standards for design and 
maintenance of residential housing.  
Provisions include those requirements, 
which make a dwelling unit “habitable”.  
For example, the minimum housing code 
would insure that a home is properly 
heated, structurally sound, and its roof 
and openings are watertight.  While it 
does include certain requirements for the 
exterior of a house, it does not, however, 
regulate the appearance of a structure.  

Other city codes contain requirements 
that apply to properties in the historic 
district. These include the sidewalk code, 
which regulates the use of the sidewalk, 
and the nuisance code, which includes 
safety and appearance requirements for 
all properties. 

When developing property within the 
historic district, each of these regulatory 
documents must be consulted.  It should 
be noted that the COA approval process 
outlined in this document is required prior 
to the issuance of any building permit 
within the historic district.  Prior to 
undertaking any project, a property owner 
is encouraged to contact the Planning 
Office to determine which codes apply.  

 

Relationship to State and National 
Guidelines  

Being in a locally designated historic 
district or a National Register Historic 
District does not require the property 
owner to follow any particular state or 
federal guidelines for preservation.  
However, the North Carolina State 
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) and 

the US Secretary of the Interior use the 
Secretary of Interior’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation as a guide for the proper 
way to preserve, rehabilitate, and improve 
historic properties.  The guidelines 
included within this document are based 
on those same standards. 

While location in a district does not 
require SHPO review of projects using 
private money, a project that receives 
state or federal rehabilitation tax credits 
does.  The Restoration Branch of the 
SHPO facilitates the tax credit process 
including providing technical assistance 
and review of all tax credit projects.  In 
addition, the branch provides technical 
assistance to local governments as well 
as private citizens, regardless of whether 
their property is receiving tax credits, or is 
located within a National Register Historic 
District.6 

Both the State Historic Preservation Office 
and the National Park Service provide a 
wealth of technical information and best 
practices for the preservation and 
rehabilitation of historic properties.  See 
index for information regarding these and 
other preservation resources. 

 

                                                 
6 Federal and State Historic Preservation Tax Credits.  
North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office 
website. http://www.hpo.dcr.state.nc.us/  



WASHINGTON, NORTH CAROLINA

2.0 Historic Development of the District
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2.1 District Map 
Washington’s historic district comprises 
generally the area between the Pamlico 
River to the southwest, 3rd Street to the  
northeast, Hackney Street to the 
northwest, and Charlotte Street to the 
southeast.  The district, one of the most 
intact historic districts in the state, 
includes the downtown business district 

as well as the surrounding residential  
areas, representing generally the 
location of the original Town of 
Washington.  The map above shows 
both the residential (green) and 
commercial (red) historic overlay zoning 
lines.   

Chapter 2.0   History of the 
District
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2.2 Brief History of the 
District

Early History of the Area (1500-1770) 
Being located prominently on a 
navigable waterway, the area that would 
ultimately be known as Washington had 
English visitors as early as the late 
1500’s.  By 1690, settlements had 
developed along the banks of the 
Pamlico and Tar Rivers, and in 1705, 
nearby Bath became the first chartered 
town in the State of North Carolina.  

Founding of Washington (1770-1780) 

In 1771, James Bonner founded the 
town of “Forks of the Tar River” on 337 
acres of land acquired from Christopher 
Dudley, the land’s original grantee. In 
1776, the same year as our nation’s 
independence, the town of Washington 
was established when the “Forks of the 
Tar River” name was changed to honor 
General George Washington.  In fact, 
Washington, North Carolina is the first 
town in America that was named for our 
country’s most prominent founding 
father. In 1782, Washington was 
officially incorporated by the North 
Carolina General Assembly. 

1885 Sanborn Insurance Map, Washington, NC   
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Development and Growth (1780-1865) 

During the Revolutionary War, the town 
ultimately became an important supply 
port for the Continental Army.  After 
Savannah, Charlestown (Charles 
Town), and Wilmington had all been 
overcome by the British Army, 
Washington’s revolutionary role became 
even more prominent.  By 1784, 
Washington had become a regional 
trading port, due to its location at the 
junction of coastal and inland rivers. 

Due to its location along the two 
navigable waterways, the town became 

the cultural and commercial center of 
Beaufort County.  As a result, 
Washington became the county seat by 
the last decade of the 1700’s.   

Early in the Civil War, Washington was 
captured by Federal Troops and 
therefore, contributed little to the 
Confederate war effort.   As part of the 
abandonment of the town, the Northern 
troops set fire to a stockpile of naval 
stores.  The resulting fire quickly spread, 
destroying a large part of the town.  
Unfortunately, most of Washington’s 
early architecture was destroyed as a 
result of this fire.  

 

 

1885 Sanborn Insurance Map, Washington, NC  
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Reconstruction and Twentieth Century 
Expansion (1865- Present) 

Following that devastating fire, the town 
was rebuilt. A fire in 1900, caused by a 
wood stove, destroyed the buildings in 
the business district once again.  
Therefore, the downtown’s commercial 
architecture dates from the first third of 
the twentieth century. 

After this second rebuilding era, 
Washington continued to be a small 
inland port town during the first half of 
the twentieth century.  While a new 
waterfront was constructed in 1969 
resulting the removal of a number of 
industrial buildings, the district appears 
today much like it did during the early 
twentieth century.   This new waterfront 
included the construction of the Stewart 
Parkway, a 1,500 foot long walkway and 
bulkhead along the Pamlico River.  In 
2002, the waterfront area was renovated 
to provide enhanced boater and 
pedestrian access to both Washington’s 
waterfront and its downtown. 

Washington, NC waterfront, renovated in 2002 

The Historic District 

The Washington Historic District 
includes over 600 properties 
encompassing the historic downtown 
and surrounding residential areas.  
While most of the buildings date from 
the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries, there are several structures 
remaining from the late 1700’s and early 
1800’s. 
 

 
 
 
Washington’s rich post-Victorian 
architecture found in its commercial 
area is complemented by a number of 
residential architectural styles including, 
among others, Victorian, Colonial, 
Revival Greek Revival, Federal, and 
Craftsman. 

 



WASHINGTON, NORTH CAROLINA

3.0 Changes to Existing Buildings
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3.1 Exterior Walls 
Wall construction within the historic district 
is either frame or masonry with variations 
of each.  Most residential structures are 
frame while the majority of commercial 
and institutional buildings are brick or 
stone.  Wall type is one of the most 
distinguishing characteristics of historic 
buildings including materials, form, color, 
and architectural detailing.  Both the 
downtown and residential sections of the 
Washington historic district have 
remained remarkably unchanged with little 
original wall material being replaced or 
covered with an unoriginal treatment or 
artificial siding. 

In Washington’s residential sections, the 
predominant type of wall covering or 
sheathing is wooden clapboards.  Other 
types of exterior wooden sheathing found 
in the district include shingles, flushboard 
(tongue-and-groove, and shiplap), and 
board and batten.  Each individual type of 
exterior wall sheathing has its own distinct 
characteristic and details. 
 

 
Wood shingle and clapboard sidings 

 

The majority of the commercial structures 
in the district have masonry walls 
including brick, concrete block, stone, and 
stucco.  There are also a number of 
masonry homes within the district.  
Several different brick bond patterns are 
found within the district such as variations 
of Common, Flemish, and English brick 
bonds, Architectural detailing on masonry 
walls includes quoins, corbelling, 
stringcourses, and decorative stonework. 
 

 Brick and stucco masonry walls 

 
Engineered or Synthetic Siding 

While not found frequently in 
Washington’s historic district, a common 
treatment of wood siding has been to 
cover the wall surface with aluminum or 
vinyl siding.  Often this is done because 
the vinyl requires no painting or because 
the original wood siding may be 
deteriorating.  While this practice may 
require less maintenance, it is an 
inappropriate treatment for historic 

Chapter 3.0 Changes to Existing 
Buildings
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buildings for a number of reasons.  
Perhaps most importantly, the application 
of engineered or synthetic siding hides or 
obscures historic architectural detailing 
such as corner boards, window casings, 
sills, and other details.  Sometimes, 
architectural elements are removed in 
order to facilitate the installation of 
engineered or synthetic siding.  This 
detailing as well as the profile of the 
original wood siding is what distinguishes 
the different types of architectural styles 
and gives the building its character.   

Engineered or synthetic siding can also 
be quite damaging to a historic structure.   
It often covers deteriorating wood and 
hides water or insect damage.  Wooden 
structures must be allowed to breathe in 
order for moisture to escape.  Vinyl or 
aluminum siding can cause moisture 
retention and continued deterioration.  
Finally, the application of engineered or 
synthetic siding to the structure itself 
damages historic materials and 
architectural features.  

A few decades ago, covering a historic 
masonry commercial structure in 
aluminum cladding was popular.  
Fortunately, this trend did not substantially 
impact Washington, and in fact, only a 
handful of Washington’s downtown 
buildings have this treatment today.  
Application of synthetic siding materials to 
historic structures, whether wood or 
masonry, are prohibited in Washington’s 
historic district. 

The proper maintenance of wood and 
masonry surfaces is important in the 
interest of both durability and protection of 
the material itself.  Maintenance 
guidelines are included in the materials 
section of this document. 

 

Walls Guidelines 

3.1.1 Historic character-defining wall 
features should be retained and 
protected including clapboards, 
corner boards, cornices, quoins, 
corbelling and other architectural 
detailing.  

3.1.2 Original walls should be properly 
maintained and repaired when 
necessary.  If an original wall 
feature must be replaced due to 
excessive deterioration or damage, 
the new feature should match the 
original in size, profile, material, 
and texture. 

3.1.3 Wooden wall materials should be 
properly painted and maintained. 

3.1.4 Paint should not be applied to 
original unpainted wall surfaces. 

3.1.5 It is prohibited to cover or replace 
original wall surfaces with vinyl, 
aluminum, veneer or other 
synthetic siding, including chemical 
applications that may change the 
texture of the original siding. 

3.1.6 Whenever synthetic siding already 
exists, it can be replaced with wood 
or an approved material. 

 

Synthetic “egg crate” siding being removed 
to reveal historic façade. 
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3.2 Materials 

Wood 

Wood is by far the most common 
architectural material found within the 
residential portions of the historic district.  
Wood is used for clapboard siding, 
shingles, windows, doors, and most 
architectural details such as cornices, 
corner boards, and brackets.  It is also a 
common secondary material on 
commercial and institutional buildings 
particularly in windows, doors, storefront 
paneling, and cornices. 

Ongoing maintenance of wooden material 
is imperative to ensure longevity of the 
historic structure.  Improperly maintained 
wooden structures may exhibit warped 
boards, rotting wood, missing architectural 
details, pest infestation and blistering, 
chipped, and peeling paint.   Most of this 
deterioration is due to the damaging 
effects of water and therefore, the 
prevention of moisture infiltration to the 
material is of primary importance.  
 

 
Wood Guidelines 

3.2.1 Preserve and protect character-
defining wooden architectural 
features. 

3.2.2 Routinely inspect wooden features 
for signs of water retention and 
damage, mildew, decay, and insect 
infestations. 

3.2.3 Joints between wooden elements 
should be sealed with caulk or 
other sealant to prevent moisture 
from penetrating the wood. 

 

 

3.2.4 Keep roofs, gutters and 
downspouts clean and maintained. 

Proper preparation should be done 
prior to painting wood surfaces 
including: 

o Remove damaged paint down 
to the next sound paint layer 
using gentle techniques such as 
hand scraping and sanding.  
Sandblasting and high-pressure 
water treatments can damage 
historic wooden materials and 
should be avoided. 

o Heat guns and plates can be 
used if additional paint removal 
is necessary. 

o Clean the surface thoroughly 
with soap and water to remove 
all dirt and grime. 

o Prime any bare wood surfaces 
prior to painting. 

o Apply a sound paint film using 
high quality paint. 

3.2.5 Repair deteriorated wood by 
patching and splicing with a 
material of similar size, shape, and 
texture.  Materials such as 
aluminum, vinyl, and veneer are 
prohibited on historic wooden 
structures. 
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Masonry 

Various types of masonry construction are 
found in the district including brick, stone, 
stucco, and concrete.  Buildings in the 
downtown commercial area are primarily 
of brick construction while there are also 
several examples of brick residential 
structures.  Just like with wood, masonry 
construction contributes to a building’s 
historic character in its texture, color, size 
and scale, and detailing.  This 
architectural detailing includes subtle 
elements like variations in bond patterns 
to more prominent detailing like corbelling, 
brick cornices, quoins, etc.  

 
 
Masonry must be property maintained in 
order to prevent deterioration.  Typical 
masonry maintenance issues include 
deteriorated mortar joints, broken or 
chipped bricks, and loose bricks.  Much of 
this deterioration is due to the effects of 
weather as well as improper maintenance 
and cleaning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Masonry Guidelines 

3.2.6 Preserve and protect character-
defining masonry architectural 
features including corbelling, 
cornices, sills, quoins, foundations 
and walls. 

3.2.7 Routinely inspect masonry 
features for cracks, loose bricks, 
and signs of weather damage 
paying particular attention to 
mortar joints. 

3.2.8 Apply caulk to the joints between 
bricks and window frames in order 
to prevent water penetration. 

3.2.9 Deteriorated masonry units should 
be repaired rather than replaced 
using materials that match the 
original in size, texture, color, and 
overall appearance.  Synthetic 
materials are prohibited on historic 
structures for the wholesale 
covering of a structure. 

3.2.10 Do not apply paint to masonry 
surfaces that were historically not 
painted. 

3.2.11 Removal of paint from a masonry 
structure is encouraged when the 
underlying masonry units are 
character defining and are in good 
condition, and only if safe and 
proper paint removal procedures 
are used resulting in no damage 
to the masonry. 

3.2.12 When cleaning is necessary, 
proper techniques should be used. 

o Use the gentlest means 
possible including low-pressure 
washing with detergent and 
natural soft bristle brushes.  
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Test the cleaning method on a 
small area first because older 
brick can be damaged by even 
low-pressure washing 

o Use caution when utilizing 
chemical cleaners.  Test a small 
area first to determine that no 
damaging effects will occur.   
Run-off from chemical cleaning 
must be controlled and 
authorized by the City of 
Washington prior to the 
cleaning process. 

o Do not use sandblasting or 
high-pressure water blasting to 
clean historic masonry. 

3.2.13 When repair to mortar joints is 
needed due to cracks, missing 
and crumbling mortar, and loose 
bricks, use proper techniques for 
repointing.  

o Remove deteriorated mortar by 
hand raking rather than using 
electric saws and hammers 
than can damage the brick 

o Match the original texture, 
color, width, and profile of the 
historic mortar joints 

o Repointing with mortar that is 
stronger than the original, such 
as Portland cement, can cause 
brick to crack, break or spall.  
In repointing mortar joints, 
mortar of appropriate PSI 
should be used. 

 
 

Metal 

Architectural metals are frequently found 
in the historic district on both residential 
and non-residential construction.  Cast 
iron columns, metal roofs, and wrought 
iron details are typical metal treatments in 
Washington and are important character-
defining elements of historic architecture.  
Common maintenance and deterioration 
issues include corrosion, rust, and peeling 
paint.  Corrosion and rust are particularly 
problematic as they will continue to cause 
deterioration of metal as long as it is 
exposed.  

 

 
Metal Guidelines 

3.2.14 Preserve and protect character-
defining metal features including 
cast iron columns, metal roofs, 
gutters, architectural details, 
fences, gates, and hardware.  

3.2.15 Routinely inspect metal features 
for peeling paint, corrosion, and 
rust. 

3.2.16 Deteriorated metal should be 
repaired rather than replaced. 
Should the level of deterioration 
warrant replacement, the element 
shall match the original in design, 
color, detail, and material. 
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3.2.17 Paint historic architectural 
materials in the appropriate 
manner: 

o Remove all loose paint and 
corrosion prior to repainting 

o Apply a rust-inhibiting primer 
coat after cleaning 

o Apply a sound paint film using 
high quality paint 

3.2.18 Cleaning of architectural metals 
should be done in the appropriate 
manner: 

o Use the gentlest means 
possible such as detergent and 
soft bristled brushes on soft 
metals such as pressed tin, 
aluminum, and copper.  Avoid 
using sandblasting or high-
pressure washing on these 
metals. Some chemical and 
thermal methods are 
appropriate for softer metals. 

o Stronger metals such as cast 
and wrought iron can be 
cleaned with mechanical 
methods such as low-pressure, 
dry grit blasting. 

3.2.18 Do not remove the protective 
patina coating of metals such as 
copper and bronze. 

 
 

3.3 Foundations 
Most buildings within the historic district 
are supported by continuous foundations 
or by brick piers, often with panels or 
lattice filling the spaces between piers.  
While most of the foundations create 
crawl spaces, there are a few instances of 
historic buildings with basements, 
particularly in the downtown area.  
Although the foundation is not the most 
prominent architectural feature of a 
structure, it is certainly an important 
character-defining element of the historic 
building.  The most common maintenance 
issue with a foundation is moisture 
retention as a result of poor drainage and 
lack of ventilation of the building’s crawl 
space.  Brick foundations also can have 
loose or cracked brick and deterioration of 
mortar joints due to the settling of the 
structure over the years.  Vegetation 
growing too close to the building can also 
result in foundation damage. 
 

 
 

Foundation Guidelines 

3.3.1 Retain and preserve historic 
foundations including their design, 
texture, color, and materials.  
Character-defining features of 
historic foundations should be 
retained and preserved including 
vents, grills, panels, piers, lattice, 
porch steps, basement windows 
and door openings. 
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3.3.2 If a historic foundation must be 
repaired or replaced, match the 
original in size, shape, texture, 
color, and material. 

3.3.3 Protect and maintain masonry 
foundations by: 

o Cleaning, repairing, & 
repointing foundations 
according to masonry 
guidelines 

o Keeping vents open to insure 
adequate ventilation of the 
crawl space 

o Grading the site around the 
foundation to drain water away 
from the building.  Install drains 
near the foundation if 
necessary. 

o Removing vegetation that may 
cause structural damage to the 
building’s foundation. 

3.3.4 Paint should not be applied to 
previously unpainted masonry 
foundations.  If paint is to be 
applied to previously painted 
surfaces, it should be done in a 
color that closely matches the 
existing masonry material. 

3.3.5 New foundation openings including 
vents or mechanical installations 
should be installed only in non-
character defining elevations.  New 
openings should not be installed if 
they will damage the historic 
structure.  
 

3.3.6 Underpinning shall consist of bricks 
and joint tooling that match the 
piers as closely as possible. Non-
structural underpinning may consist 
of a single course of bricks, lattice 

brick walls, or even treated wooden 
lattice. If openings between brick 
piers are to be filled in, they should 
be done with similar materials or 
lattice.  The infill area should be 
recessed and clearly differentiated 
from the original piers 

3.3.7 Structural underpinning may be a 
veneer wall of brick covering a 
concrete block wall. This thickness 
may meet the minimum 
requirements for a foundation wall. 
Brick lattice may also be used as a 
veneer to cover the concrete block. 

 
 
 
 
 

3.4 Windows and Doors 
Window and door openings are an 
important architectural feature of a historic 
building that is both aesthetic and 
functional.  There is a wide variety of 
window designs in the historic district 
based on the style and period of the 
structure itself.  Most windows in the 
district are double-hung wooden units with 
a variety of pane configurations. Since 
historic window treatments are indicative 
of a building’s architectural style and 
period, some modern treatments have 
compromised the character of the historic 
building.  For example, vinyl or substitute 
siding applied to a home can often 
obscure architectural details of a window 
surround.  Also, many double hung, multi-
paned windows have been replaced with 
single pane, single sash units, 
dramatically changing the look of the 
historic structure.  Doors in the district 
also come in an assortment of shapes, 
sizes, and designs.  Like windows, some 
original doors have been replaced by 
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stock units that are conspicuously modern 
and quite different from the architectural 
style of the structure. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Windows & Doors Guidelines 

3.4.1 Retain and preserve historic 
windows and doors.  All elements 
associated with historic windows 
and doors shall be retained and 
preserved including frames, trim, 
sashes, muntins, glass, lintels, 
shutters, and hardware. 

3.4.2 Windows and doors should be 
repaired when necessary by 
splicing or patching only the 
deteriorated section to match the 
original. 

3.4.3 If replacement of a window or door 
unit is necessary, the new unit 
should be replaced to match the 
original in size, scale, material, 
detail, pane and/or panel 
configurations. 

3.4.4 Replacement of a multi-light 
window with a single-pane sash or 
replacing multi-sash windows with 
only one sash is prohibited. 

3.4.5 Install shutters on a historic 
structure only if the building would 
have originally had shutter 
assemblies.  New shutters should 
be made of wood and should have 
the appearance of being functional. 

  
3.4.6 Vinyl shutters are prohibited on 

historic homes. 

3.4.7 Historic windows and doors should 
be properly maintained and 
protected by: 
o Maintaining caulking and 

weather stripping to ensure  the 
unit is weather tight and to 
improve thermal efficiency 

o Properly cleaning wood 
windows and doors and 
maintaining a sound paint film 

Various 
configurations 
of windows 
and doors are 
found in the 
historic 
district. 
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3.4.8 Metal storm windows with painted 
or baked enamel finishes are 
acceptable. They should be 
installed properly and should not 
allow moisture to accumulate. They 
should not be installed in a manner 
which would obscure or damage 
the existing window and frame. 

3.4.9 Storm doors shall be full view glass 
doors and constructed of wood. If 
metal doors must be used, they 
should be full view and have a 
baked enamel finish to match the 
structure's trim color.  

3.4.10 Replacing transparent windows or 
doors with tinted or frosted glass 
is prohibited. 

3.4.11 Introduction of new window and 
door openings into the principal 
elevations of a structure is not 
recommended. If permitted, new 
openings should be proportionally 
the same as existing openings 
and should have matching sash, 
glass, sills, frames, casings, and 
muntin patterns. 

3.4.12 Sash, window panes, muntins, 
and rails shall not be replaced with 
those that are incompatible in 
size, configuration, and reflective 
qualities or alter the relationship 
between window and wall. 

 
Historically accurate canvas awnings are 
appropriate 

3.4.13 Permanently filling in existing 
window or door openings is 
prohibited. 

 

3.4.14 Replacing or covering window or 
door openings with plywood is 
strongly discouraged. All 
temporary boarded-up windows & 
doors which will remain in place 
for more than thirty (30) days must 
be painted with a neutral color. 
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3.4.15 Canvas awnings can be installed 
over windows and doors if they 
are historically appropriate.  
Awnings should fit within the 
frame of the window and be 
installed in a manner that does not 
obscure or hide any historic 
materials.  See 4.5 for further 
details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4.16 Retain and preserve energy 
efficient features such as transom 
windows, awnings, shutters, 
skylights, and porches. 

3.4.17 Prefabricated snap-in muntins are 
prohibited. 
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3.5 Roofs 

 

 
 
There is a variety of historic roof 
configurations in the residential portions of 
the district including primarily gable and 
hip, but also gambrel, and mansard.  Most 
roofs in the downtown are flat or slightly 
pitched roofs hidden behind masonry 
parapet walls.  Important roof elements 
commonly found in the district include 
chimneys, turrets, and cupolas.  Almost 
as important to the historic character of 
the building as the roof’s overall form, is 
the historic roofing material.  Slate, clay 
tile, metal, and asphalt shingles are 
scattered throughout the historic district.  
The most important maintenance issue 
with historic roofs is ensuring that they are 
watertight and properly ventilated. 

 

Roof Guidelines 

3.5.1 Retain and preserve historic roofs 
and roofing materials including its 
overall design, shape, pitch, and 
line. 

3.5.2 Character-defining elements of 
historic roofs should be retained 
and preserved including dormer 
windows, chimneys, turrets, 
cupolas, and parapet walls. Eave 
overhangs, moldings and trim, and 
soffit boards should also be 
retained and preserved.  

3.5.3 Roofs on historic structures are 
often characterized by their historic 
material including clay tiles, slate or 
wood shingles, and metal.  These 
materials should be retained and 
preserved, whenever economically 
feasible.   

Steeply pitched gable roof and dormers 

Front gable roof 

Gambrel Roof 

Hipped roof with front gable 
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Metal and slate roofs are commonly found 
in the district 

 

3.5.4 The use of white or very light 
colored shingles is strongly 
discouraged. 

3.5.5 Changing the historic character of 
the building by adding roof 
elements that are not historically 
accurate such as dormer windows, 
vents, or skylights is prohibited. 

3.5.6 Protect and maintain historic roofs 
in an appropriate manner: 

o Ensure the roof is weather tight 
by repairing leaks and 
deteriorated metal flashing. 

o Routinely clean gutters and 
downspouts. 

o Roofs should be properly 
ventilated to prevent moisture 
retention and condensation as 
well as insect infestation. 

o Roofing material should be 
adequately anchored to protect 
against wind and weather 
damage. 

o Protect a roof from vegetation 
that may potentially damage the 
roof. 

o For flat roofs in downtown, it is 
important to insure that they are 
properly drained and watertight. 

3.5.7 Roof ventilators and other 
mechanical items shall be installed 
on rear slopes or other locations 
not easily visible from the public 
right-of-way.  Roof additions in 
downtown should be placed away 
from the primary elevation or 
hidden behind parapet walls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5.8 Built-in gutters that are important to 
the architecture of the structure 
should be repaired rather than 
removed.  

3.5.9 Painting roofing materials that 
historically were not painted is 
prohibited. 

3.5.10 The installation of new gutters and 
downspouts is appropriate and 
should be done in a manner that 
does not damage any architectural 
features.   


