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Introduction 

Residents and visitors are attracted to Beacon Hill by many factors, but prominent among 
these are the pleasant appearance of the streets and the community feeling of the Hill. It is 
important for us as residents and owners to maintain these qualities. The materials and styles 
of the individual houses play an important role in maintaining community integrity. From 
house to house, the basic forms of tall, slim windows and delicate cornices remain the same 
from decade to decade — harmony outweighs the minor distinctions of style. Each building 
blends into the block, yet is easily distinguishable. The feeling of neighborhood is more im
portant than the appearance of any single building — including commercial buildings. 

Beacon Hill is historically important as a compact showcase of urban residential develop
ment from 1800. Since the Hill was legislated as an Historic District in 1955, the exterior 
appearance of buildings on the Hill is controlled by the Beacon Hill Architectural Commission. 
Any change in exterior appearance must have approval of this Commission. 

The purpose of the Beacon Hill Historic District Law (Chapter 616 of the Acts of 1955 as 
amended) is to promote the educational, cultural, economic, and general welfare of the public 
through the preservation of the historic Beacon Hill district, and to maintain said district as a 
landmark in the history of architecture. 

The purpose of this handbook is to set forth the procedures and technology for maintaining 
property on Beacon Hill. The roles and responsibilities of the tenants, owners, merchants, and 
city agencies are carefully explained. It is our hope this document will eliminate confusion and 
ignorance concerning the regulations set up to protect this Historic District and will, in fact, 
encourage improvement to property and better cooperation among the community and city 
agencies. 

It should be emphasized that conformance to the Guidelines alone does not necessarily 
insure approval. The Commission's Design Approval is only granted after careful review of 
each application after a public hearing, in accordance with the law. 
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1 PROCEDURES 



ARCHITECTURAL CONTROLS 
ON BEACON HILL 

The fabric and coherence of the Hill are fragile and have to be 
treated with awareness and care if they are to be enjoyed by suc
cessive generations. The Beacon Hill Civic Association, founded in 
1922, has acted as the vehicle for concerted efforts in this community 
to monitor change as we shape and affect the qualities that give this 
area its unity and unique character. 

The need for a stronger and more structured mechanism for 
maintaining control was realized in 1955 when the Massachusetts 
General Court designated a major section of Beacon Hill as an His
toric District. The responsibility for monitoring and executing the 
controls over exterior change was given to the Beacon Hill Architec
tural Commission by the General Court. 

The law and the controls which are a part of the designation as 
an Historic District were created "to preserve so far as practicable 
and to the best of our ability the historic integrity of this important 
part of the national cultural heritage" and to "exercise our best 
efforts to control the use of property within the district for purposes 
consistent with its historical character." (excerpts from the letter of 
May 2, 1963 requesting historic landmark designation by BHAC 
and BHCA.) 

These controls were strengthened in 1958 to include review of 
demolition and color selection; the Historic District was expanded 
by petition of property owners to include the area between Charles 
Street and Storrow Drive (the Flat). In 1963, the jurisdiction of 
control once again was extended by the Legislature from Pinckney 
Street to within 40 feet of Cambridge Street and east to Bowdoin 
Street. The neighborhood map (see Appendix) illustrates the limits 
of the Historic District. 

In 1963, the Beacon Hill Historic District was designated as a 
Registered National Historic Landmark by the National Park Service 
and is one of the first neighborhood districts in America so honored. 

The enforcement of all regulations and laws pertaining to the 
Historic District are the responsibility of the City Law Department. 
In the event a violation, fines of up to $50 per day per violation may 
be imposed. 



APPLYING FOR & RECEIVING 
APPROVAL FOR CHANGES 

For the benefit of all. Beacon Hill is very restrictive in many ways. 
Therefore, if any change of any kind is contemplated you should 
follow the procedures outlined below. Several sources of assistance 
are available for preparing applications and interpreting regulations 
and codes. Among these is the help offered free of charge by the 
various BHCA committees. Refer to the outline below and to the 
Resources in the Appendix. 

FOR THE APPLICANT OWNER OR TENANT 

1. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Consult with the appropriate BHCA committee (Zoning, Plan
ning and Development Committee) to determine the legality of 
the proposed change and the city agency having jurisdiction. 
Obtain a list from the office of the BHCA of local architects and 
designers to help you with your project. The architect can help 
you in preparing the material required for filing an application 
for change. 
Discuss the project with your neighbors. Obtain approval in the 
form of an affidavit from your immediate neighbors for exterior 
changes (new paint colors, shutters, roof decks, etc). 
Prepare application for approval of change with documentation 
to support your application (architectural drawings, photos, affi
davits, etc). 
If your request for exterior change is complicated, extreme, or 
controversial, you may wish to obtain an informal hearing with 
the Architectural Commission to determine the likelihood of ap
proval. They may suggest modifications which will make the 
project acceptable. 

FOR PROSPECTIVE PURCHASERS OR TENANTS 

1. Check the legal occupancy of the building with the Boston Build
ing Department. This will establish the number of dwelling units 
allowed in the building. 

2. Before your purchase or rental of property within the Historic 
District, check with your real estate broker, your lawyer, the 
Zoning Committee of the BHCA, or the city agency affected to 
determine whether the change will require agency approval, 
appeal, or variance. 

3. If change of any kind is contemplated, the only safe course is to 
condition the purchase upon approval of the change, if possible. 

4. Request an informal hearing with the respective agency (Build
ing Department/Zoning/Architectural Commission) to discuss 
your plans before filing the formal application. 

FOR CONSTRUCTION TO PROCEED 

1. If the change involves construction, plumbing, or electrical wir
ing, establish as precisely as possible the scope of work in the 
form of architectural drawings and/or specifications. Request 
price estimates from at least three contractors before applying 
for approval to construct from the Building Department. 

2. Obtain a list from the BHCA of building contractors and sup
pliers. The successful bidder can assist you in obtaining the nec
essary permits. 

3. File application for processing by the Architectural Coirunission 
and Building Department well in advance of the scheduled 
change to allow for review or delays. (One month with the Com
mission and two months for a zoning appeal.) 

4. If approval is granted, post your permit in a prominent place. If 
the permit is for construction, the work will be inspected by the 
Building Department for compliance with the plans and specifi
cations during or at the completion of the work. 

5. If denied approval, determine if appeal of the decision is realistic 
or modify your project to meet the requirements. 

6. The permit for construction issued by the Boston Building De
partment must include a certificate of appropriateness issued by 
the Beacon Hill Architectural Commission. 
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CURRENT ROLES & JURISDICTION OF 

BEACON HILL CIVIC ASSOCIATION (BHCA) 
74 Joy Street Boston, Massachussets 
Telephone: 227-1922 

The neighborhood association consists of approximately 1,110 
active members represented by a Board of Directors (35) and more 
than 20 active volunteer committees. It is through these committees 
that the voices of the community are heard. They exist to serve and 
represent the community in the promotion of a better neighborhood. 
Among the committees are Architecture; Charles Street; Clean-up 
and Air Pollution; Housing and Tenants; Law Enforcement; Zoning 
and Planning; Streets, Sidewalks, and Lighting; Traffic and Parking, 
and Trees and Beautification. 

BEACON HILL ARCHITECTURE COMMITTEE 
Beacon Hill Civic Association 
74 Joy Street Boston, Massachusetts 
Telephone: 227-1922 

General Responsibilities: 
1. The Architecture Committee is frequently available for free con

sultation to assist citizens in preparing the processing applica
tions to the Beacon Hill Architectural Commission for changes. 

2. A representative of the Architecture Committee attends most 
Architectural Commission monthly meetings. 

3. Provide leadership and guidance in improving the architectural 
standards of the Historic District. 

4. Assist in monitoring and reporting violations of unauthorized 
exterior changes, graphics/signs, and posting of handbills. 

5. Identify and promote interest in buildings of architectural sig
nificance requiring repair or beautification. 

BEACON HILL ZONING AND PLANNING COMMITTEE 
Beacon Hill Civic Association 
74joy Street Boston, Massachusetts 
Telephone: 227-1922 

The Zoning and Planning Committee represents the interests of 
the community in monitoring zoning and licensing changes. Refer to 
the policy statement in the next section. 

BOSTON BUILDING DEPARTMENT 
Plan Examination Division 
8th Floor, City Hall Boston, Massachusetts 
Telephone: 722-4100 

Basic Task and Responsibilities: 

1. Review of building plans. 

2. Review of egress or means of escape. 

3. Review of plumbing; electrical; heating, ventilation and air con
ditioning systems. 

The Boston Building Department cannot issue a building permit 
for any construction work on a building within the Historic District 
of Beacon Hill until the Architectural Commission has issued a cer
tificate stating that either no exterior architectural feature is affected 
by the contemplated changes, or, if one is, the Commission has re
viewed the proposed changes and considers them appropriate. The 
cost of a permit for construction is based upon the value of the work 
($5.00 per $1,000) and is generally obtained by the General Contrac
tor retained to do the work. A building permit on Beacon Hill is 
required for minor repairs, alterations, new construction, or demo
lition. 

The Building Department has the responsibility of reviewing 
changes which may affect the safety and public health of the citizens 
of Boston including legal egress (remote means of escape), fire rated 
enclosure (stairs, walls separating apartments, and vertical shaft-
ways), the maintenance of structural integrity, and enforcement of 
plumbing and electrical codes. 



BEACON HILL ARCHITECTURAL COMMISSION (BHAC) 
Boston Building Department, City Hall Boston Massachusetts 
Telephone: 722-4100 

Independent of the Beacon Hill Civil Association, the Beacon Hill 
Architectural Commission is associated with the Boston Building 
Department. It has the effect of controlling the rate and quality of 
change that affect exterior architectural features by approving appli
cations for external alterations of buildings within the Historic Dis
trict. The Commission consists of five members (from candidates 
nominated by the Beacon Hill Civic Association, Boston Real Estate 
Board, Boston Society of Architects, Society for the Preservation 
of New England Antiquities, and One-at-large) appointed by the 
Mayor. Its jurisdiction includes: alteration of facades, doors, win
dows, storm windows, air conditioners, lights, fire escapes, fences, 
signs, color of paint, roof decks and green houses. 

If a building permit is required for the work to be done which 
includes an alteration to the exterior of a building in the Historic 
District, the owner must have a certificate of Architectural Appro
priateness or the permit will not be granted. 

The BHAC meets on the third Thursday of each month in Room 
801 of Boston City Hall. Prior to the second Thursday of any month 
an applicant must submit a completed form to the secretary of the 
BHAC. Application forms may also be obtained by calling the Bea
con Hill Civic Association. A fee is to be paid. 

Store owners who wish to receive advice on changes in store 
fronts or signs should refer to the Boston Sign Code. 

BOSTON ZONING DIVISION 
Supervisor, Planning Division 
Boston Building Department 8th Floor, City Hall 
Boston, Massachusetts 
Telephone: 722-4100 

The Boston Zoning Division reviews applications to insure com
pliance with the zoning regulations. This includes questions of over
all building height (65 feet or seven stories), floor area ratio (F.A.R. 
equals maximum gross floor area at two times the total area of 
the lot), and use of the building. A change of occupancy from a single 
family dwelling to a three- or four-family unit has far-reaching im
plications for both the Zoning Division and the Building Depart
ment, and should be investigated with both prior to assuming this 
change is even possible to accomplish without appealing for a vari
ance to the zoning laws and having to spend considerable funds on 
fire stair enclosures and sprinklers, etc., to satisfy building codes. 

In addition, the Zoning Division has dual jurisdiction on Beacon 
Hill with the BRA and the Architectural Commission for approval 
and enforcement of signs and graphics (see Sign Regulations). 

REGISTRY OF DEEDS 
5th Floor, Suffolk County Courthouse 
Boston, Massachusetts 

Pemberton Square 

You are encouraged to research your house, its age, former occu
pants, and its style of architecture. The life's blood of our buildings 
on Beacon Hill can be found between the lines of the historical docu
ments filed at the Registry of Deeds. It is a storehouse of wealth for 
those who have the patience to trace back the references to the sev
eral transactions reflecting the sale of our homes from one owner to 
another through the years. 

BOSTON REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY (BRA) 
Planning Officer for Beacon Hill 
9th Floor, City Hall Boston, Massachusetts 
Telephone: 722-4300 

As the planning agency of the City, the BRA has a responsibility 
to work with the community on various issues of common concern 
such as housing, commercial areas, traffic and zoning. Current plan
ning activities have included the preparation of a report which anal
yzed and made recommendations relative to the problems of Charles 
Street. 

7 



ZONING & LICENSING 
POLICIES 

The Beacon Hill Civic Association seeks to preserve Beacon Hill as a mixed residential 
neighborhood served by certain designed commercial areas. Preservation of the neighbor
hood as one suitable for family life is the principal objective. City and State laws and ordi
nances are our principal legal vehicles for the purpose of achieving our objectives and must be 
strictly enforced for that purpose. 

The BHCA will act particularly where it believes requested zoning or licensing changes 
may affect all or a significant portion of the Beacon Hill community either directly or through 
the precedential nature of the change. However, the BHCA may also act where, although 
requested changes will affect only those buildings in the line of view or abutting, concern is 
expressed by affected neighbors. 

The BHCA will oppose variances, special permits and conditional uses in the Beacon Hill 
area in the absence of unusual circumstances as determined by the Board of Directors after 
receipt of a recommendation from the Zoning and Planning Committee. The burden of estab
lishing the desirability of the change shall rest upon the petitioner. 

Zoning and licensing laws should be applied in a manner which will discourage expansion 
or continuance of non-conforming commercial uses in residential zoning district except for 
clearly local service functions such as grocery, drugstore, laundromat, barbershop and shoe 
repair, especially where they are long established and will encourage the location of commer
cial uses in traditional commercial locations on Charles and Cambridge Streets where they are 
permitted uses. 

In applying the above policies, the BHCA will be especially concerned about changes of 
use. Principal considerations will include changes which may result in greater density of popu
lation, increased parking or traffic, loss of open space, or loss of light, view or air to nearby 
properties. On the other hand, the BHCA does encourage the upgrading of properties in 
disrepair. 

Further, bars, on-premises alcohol and package stores, whether independent or related to 
other businesses, will be opposed; in general, the expansion in the total number of seven-day 
all-alcoholic restaurants, or on-premises beer and wine served on premises, in sit-down restau
rants may be considered under special conditions on Cambridge and Charles Streets, but will 
be vigorously opposed elsewhere. 

Conditional use permits for fast foods may be considered under special conditions on 
Charles and Cambridge Streets so long as the current number of such establishments does 
not increase. Conditions may cover hours of operation, odors, noise, loitering, signs and clean
up, among others. Similar considerations may apply to restaurants seeking beer-wine licenses. 

Ordinarily, imposition of BHCA approved conditions by the Board of Appeal or Licensing 
Board will be sufficient procedure. However, separate contract or deed restrictions may be 
necessary as a device where matters of neighborhood concern are not generally believed to 
be adequately protected by the regulatory framework involved, administrative proceedings 
have progressed beyond a stage where mere imposition of conditions will suffice, or the 
applicant seeks to avoid involvement with these governmental agencies. 



CHARLES STREET 
The BRA and the Beacon Hill Civic 
Association are concerned that Charles 
Street remain a cause of civic pride. The 
street has provided the neighborhood 
shopping needs and has also lent great 
character by being a center for antiques. 

Residents are encouraged to support 
their local merchants with their trade. 
There can be more opportunities for 
cooperation if both residents and mer
chants know each other and recognize 
their mutual dependencies. 

The BRA has considered suggestions 
to decrease the number of commercial 
storefronts on Charles Street. By return
ing some ground level locations to resi
dential use, the number of vacancies can 
be reduced. 

There is a hope that existing mer
chants will respond to requests to im
prove their storefronts. Merchants are 
encouraged to consider whether their 
signs conform with the law and also the 
traditional character of Beacon Hill. Mer
chants are asked not to use paper signs 
on glass fronts which give Charles Street 
the appearance of a discount center. 

All changes should conform to exist
ing zoning code, sign code and building 
code regulations. Approvals granted by 
the Commission only apply to exterior 
architectural features and do not imply 
approval of any required variances to 
zoning code or other regulations. If 
ground floor conversions are contem
plated, the original rhythm of fenestra
tion, bays, entrances and other wall 
openings should be retained. 



BASIC REGULATIONS AFFECTED BY CHANGE 
The following extractions have been taken from the: 
1. Boston Zoning Code 
2. Boston Building Code 
3. Boston Sign Code 
as amended through November 30, 1973. 

ARTICLE 
ANU 

SECTION 

Zone 

H-2-65 

R E Q U ' D BY 
C'OUE 

ExiflTINQ 
CONDITION 

PlIOPOSED 
CONUITIGN 

l-l-I 

Mm. 
I OT 
S I Z E 

None 

14-2 

M I N . I.OT 
AREA FOR 

A D D I T . 
D W E L L I N G 

U N I T 

None 

14-1 
P L U S 
14-2 

T O T A L 
L O T 
S I Z E 

14-3 
14-4 

MiN. 
L O T 

W I D T H 

None 

A R T 
15 

M A X . 
F L O O R 
A R E A 
R A T I O 

2.0 

A R T 
16 

M A X . 
H E I G H T 

O P 
B U I L D . 

65 ' 

A R T 
17 

U S A B L E 
O P E N 
S P A C E 

P E R 
D W E L L . 

U N I T 

1500 

A R T 
18 

M I N . 
FRONT 
YARD 

20-

A R T 
19 

M I N . 
S I D E 
YARD 

(4) 

A R T 
20 

M I N . 
R E A R 
YARD 

- + ^ 

A R T 
21 

M I N . 
SETBACK 

OF 
P A R A P E T 

H-HU 

6 

A R T 
22 

M A X . 
U S E 
or 

R E A R 
Y A R D 

30% 

* The Beacon Hill Architectural Commission reserves the right to review an application on its 
merit in relation to existing abutters. 

Table "B" above from the Boston Zoning Code represents the basic allowable limits re
garding dimensionable criteria for consideration when making a change to dwelling unit count, 
height of building, floor area, or lot coverage. The applications for change will require com
pleting calculations on the subject building to determine if they meet these limits. 

Furthermore, a change of occupancy in a building creating two or more dwelling units 
may have the following effect: 
a. A Building Department requirement of one-hour fire rated partitions and doors enclos-

in public hallways, stairways, and/or foyers. This can be accomplished with %" fire code 
gypsum wallboard (or equivalent) applied over the existing wall surface. 

b. Similarly, all apartment entry ways are required to be minimum iW thick solid core fire 
doors. 
Approval by the Boston Fire Department of all floor plans showing proper egress and fire 
separation between dwelling units and public ways is a requirement. 
Sprinklers are required where dwelling unit is located in basement without natural venti
lation. 

c 

d. 
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S I G N R E G U L A T I O N S (See Boston Sign Code booklet) 

A. What signs come under the regulations ? 

All new signs within the City of Boston must comply with the 
new regulations. In addition, all signs that are reconstructed, ex
tended, changed structurally or in content, and any sign that replaces 
an existing sign must conform. 

An existing sign that does not now conform may be repaired pro
vided the cost of repair does not exceed 35 percent of the replacement 
cost for the entire sign. An exception is an electric time and tempera
ture sign that is an integral part of a non-conforming sign. It may 
be repaired with no restriction as to cost of repair or replacement. 

Any sign that is found unsafe by an inspector from the City of 
Boston Building Department must be repaired or removed by the 
owner. (See Boston Building Code, Section 1404). 

If the sign in question comes within any of the above categories, 
refer to the following courses of action to determine the regulations 
applicable to the sign. 

Read the Definitions. They include important explanations, par
ticularly of how to determine "sign frontage" and "area of a sign" 
that must be understood in order to apply the regulations to the 
particular sign in question. 

B. Signs in residential districts. (Excerpted from Boston Sign Code) 
Beacon Hill is zoned as a residential district and only the follow

ing signs are allowed: 
• One sign identifying the name(s) of the occupant(s) of a lot, or 

the street name and number, or both. The sign may also identify 
the on-premise business of a professional person. The sign may 
not exceed two square feet in total area. [Sec. 11-1 (a)] 

• One bulletin or announcement board, name sign or entrance 
marker for a church or other institution. 

• One "For Sale" or 'Tor Rent" sign that advertises the property 
on which it is placed. The sign may not exceed eight square feet 
in area. [Sec. l l - l ( c ) ] 

• One sign for a non-residential use that occurs in a residential 
district. The size of the sign may be no more than one-half the 
area that would be allowed by the regulations for the same use 
if it were to occur in a non-residential district. That is, if a busi
ness is located in a residential area, and is a legal non-conform-
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ing use, the size of its sign can be half what it would be if the 
same business, in the same building on the same width street, 
were in a non-residential area. [Sec. l l - l ( f ) ] 

C. Notes on sign design. (Excerpted from the Boston Sign Code) 
The zoning amendments regarding signs were developed in an 

effort to limit the size, clutter and inefficiency of uncontrolled sign
age while encouraging more effective signs through better and more 
appropriate design. 

The regulations that have been outlined pertain primarily to 
"maximums" for height, size, and content of business signs. Concern 
for size alone, however, does not guarantee the effectiveness of a 
sign or its appropriateness to its location — and both are important 
for the overall "selling power" of the sign. 

Because it is an old city, Boston has a wide variety of local busi
ness areas as well as the large downtown business district. Almost 
all of the business structures in these areas have an architectural 
character worth preserving and enhancing. In these districts, how
ever, whether an individual building is of great architectural merit 
does not matter as much as the fact that individual buildings and 
rows of buildings seem to belong together — they are neighbors 
that have aged and mellowed together over the years, and they 
symbolize Boston's historic and varied past. 

This sense of history and feeling of architectural unity is one of 
Boston's unique characteristics; it is attractive to both tourists and 
residents alike. And although nothing in the long run can replace 
the quality and character of a business concern's services or mer
chandise in drawing and keeping customers, the architecture of an 
individual building — and the combined impact of groups of adjoin
ing buildings — can be part of the attraction of a shopping district. 

Ideally, then, to maximize the effectiveness of signs and build
ing architecture, every sign should be an integral — but of course, 
noticeable — part of its building, and each building should be a good 
neighbor within its block of buildings. As a result, the building and 
its sign become part of an overall image, each supporting the other 
and helping to draw customers. 

This leads to a simple but vital point: a sign on a building should 
always be thought of as part of the building and not as an unrelated 
object attached to it. 

Design criteria established by the Architectural Commission are 
as follows: 
12 

1. Graphics shall be limited to a single sign excluding the introduc
tion of a projecting symbol. 

2. Overhanging signs are generally discouraged except in the case 
where a flat sign cannot be appropriately mounted. 

3. Trademarks shall be limited to 25% of sign area. 
4. Paper signs attached to windows (announcing sales, etc.) are dis

couraged and under no circumstances are to be allowed beyond 
15 days. 

5. Lighting: back-lit signs are not allowed and shielded indirect 
lighting should be encouraged. 

6. Location: should be integrated architecturally with the building, 
or on an awning in accordance with the zoning code limitations. 
In no case should a sign applied to the building obscure archi
tectural detailing on the building face. 

7. Restoration of free-standing signs is discouraged. 
In closing, something should be said about two of the most im

portant aspects of sign design — the choice of colors and the choice 
of lettering. A few basic rules may help to simplify the task of choos
ing from the almost unlimited range of colors and letter styles avail
able. 
1. Do not use too many colors on a sign. Too many colors can work 

against each other and detract from the strength of a sign's 
visual image. A simple combination of black and/or white and a 
single well chosen color is often the most striking and effective. 

2. Try to relate the general color effect of the sign to that of the 
building to which it belongs. 

3. Choose a style of letter that is appropriate to the business and 
the building. (Preferably no more than one style per sign.) 

4. Make sure that the letters are clearly legible, whatever style is 
chosen, or they will not be doing their job. It should be empha
sized that the greatest legibility is not necessarily the result of 
the largest size letters. 

5. Choose the size of the letters carefully. Just as the sign should be 
in proportion to its building, the size of the letters should be in 
proportion — both to the sign and the building. 

D. A Note on existing signs. (Excerpted from the Boston Sign Code) 
If there is an old, existing sign on the building that is still appro

priate to the business, make sure that it is not of historic interest or 
esthetic merit before replacing it. Many signs dating from around 
the turn of the century still exist and, when restored, can contribute 
character and distinction to the business, the building and the street. 





SPECULATIVE LAND DEVELOPMENT 

In 1795 a group of prominent Boston citizens gathered for the pur
pose of chartering the Mount Vernon Proprietors, one of the earliest 
suburban land development operations in this country. 

The construction of the State House designed by Charles Bul-
finch had only recently been begun and owing to the close proximity 
to this seat of government, what had previously been pasture land, 
was seen as an ideal area for development. 

Occupation was by no means new to the "three mountains." 
Dwellings had been built as early as 1735 and the following years 
saw considerable building on the north slope. The south slope re
mained as pasturage and farm land until the latter part of that cen
tury. 

Boston at the end of the Eighteenth Century was much smaller 
physically than present day maps show. 

Most of the residential development in Boston by the 1790's had 
taken place in what is now downtown, the North End, Charlestown, 
Dorchester and a portion of South Boston. At the time of construc
tion of the State House the summit of Beacon Hill was 60 feet above 
the present height. This hill and the other two were cut down to their 
present height. During the latter half of the century, numerous 
wooden dwellings sprang up on the north side of the hill, occupied 
primarily by tradesmen, mariners and small businessmen. This social 
pattern was to continue well into the nineteenth century. 

The south slope of the hill was in large part owned by John Sin
gleton Copley, who had emigrated to England just prior to the out
break of the American Revolution. The lands consisted of a large 
house and many acres. An offer was presented to Copley's agent by 
the Mount Vernon Proprietors that was accepted by the agent but 
subsequently refused by Copley. The acceptance by the agent was, 
however, considered binding by the courts. 

Planning for this area was begun as early as 1795—1797 during 
the time that Charles Bulfinch was a Proprietor. The original con
ception of the development was much different than the result. The 
plans reflecting the land south of Pinckney Street at first called for 
large free-standing "mansion houses" with gardens. Subsequent 
plans show a reduced version of the original proposal and one which 
is more in line with the present plan of Beacon Hill. Some were built 
and subsequently torn down at the top of Mt. Vernon Street. One, 

85 Mt. Vernon still stands. While in reality this resulted in narrower 
facades and otherwise less generously proportioned houses, this con
cept remained. As late as 1823 a petition filed by Benjamin Joy, Jon
athan Mason, et al., called for lots of 46 feet frontage on Mt. Vernon 
Street between Willow and West Cedar Streets on the south side. 
There were never any mansion houses built in this block. All were 
built between 1832 and 1836 on approximately half that frontage, 
though the properties do in most cases extend through to Acorn 
Street in the rear. The final plan, drawn in 1826, shows the south 
slope as it is today. 

The effort of the Mt. Vernon Proprietors in the development of 



Beacon Hill extends over some years. While the remains of their work 
present to the onlooker a fairly cohesive picture of Georgian America, 
this is not the case. The greater portion of the houses date between 
1820 and 1840 with notable examples built before 1820 and from 
1840 to 1850. While many early, small brick houses had existed on 
the north slope prior to the turn of this century their dilapidated con
dition after the Civil War, resulted in their being torn down and 
replaced by "modern" yellow brick apartment buildings and room
ing houses. However, the earliest brick house, that of Oliver Ditson, 
1787, on South Russell Street remains, as do fine examples of early 
Nineteenth Century architecture. 

A SUCCESSION OF STYLES 

However similar and Eighteenth Century in appearance the ma
jority of the houses on Beacon Hill's south slope appear, few predate 
1800 and definite styHstic differences separate the building periods. 
The periods are either three or four depending upon the authority 
cited. However, for the period 1800-1850 three styles are generally 
agreed upon. 

Owing to the XYZ Affair, the Jay Treaty, and the Quasi-War 
with France, development did not really begin until 1800. Then 
began a period of prosperity which would last until 1812 when the 
"Second War of Independence" inhibited building. It was in this ear
liest period that the Proprietors' principal aims were put into prac
tice, namely in the erection of free standing mansion houses. Few 
were ever built. 

The second type of house common to this period may be found in 
pairs symmetrical in design. Fifty-four and 55 Beacon Street repre
sent early examples of the swell or bow front row house which would 
emerge as a prominent design technique two decades later. 

The third basic type observable for this period is the true row 
house conceived of as multiple, attached units of basically the same 
design. Thirteen to 17 Chestnut Street, built for Hepzibah Swan, 
the only woman Proprietor, are good examples of this type. 

These representative approaches to the "town house," not all 
examples of which are named, bear traits in common. The prevalent 
height is four stories, the top floor of which is quite low. Arched 
windows, particularly on the ground floor, are common. 

While Charles Bulfinch was the major architect of this period, 
Asher Benjamin had begun to make his influence felt not only in 
house construction but also in the design of the Charles Street Meet
ing House at the foot of Mt. Vernon Street and the Old West Church 
on Cambridge Street. 

New Englanders and especially the merchants of Boston were 
heartily opposed both politically and economically to the War of 
1812. As so much of their livelihood was dependent upon sea trade, 
the continued blockade by the British was extremely costly, not to 
mention the financial drain of the war itself. These factors in con
junction with a subsequent recession brought on by land speculation 
inhibited further building until 1819. 

Bulfinch had left for Washington in 1817 in order to repair and 
complete the nation's Capitol. Though his influence remained 



strong, specific design elements disappeared rapidly through the 
twenties. During this time the confusion of types disappears. 

While this era lacks any single major architectural figure, several 
names come to mind. Asher Benjamin, architect and author of nu
merous builders' guides, designer of the Charles Street and Old 
West Meeting Houses, would in time assume the mantle from Bul
finch; Cornelius Coolidge, who called himself an architect, was 
responsible for one of the earliest "developments" in Boston, the 
houses on the west side of West Cedar between Chestnut and Mt. 
Vernon Streets, built in 1827; and Alexander Parris who brought 
the Greek Revival to the Hill with his design for 42 Beacon Street, 
now the Somerset Club. It was not until later, however, that Greek 
Revival would become popular and then principally in terms of 
internal detailing and proportion. 

The basic design form common throughout this decade is usu
ally termed Federal. Most houses were flat front though a few ex
amples of the bow front design remain as exemplified in numbers 39 
and 40 Beacon Street. Triple windows on the ground floor provided 
greater light for narrow rooms was becoming a trade mark and while 
lintels retain the flared flat arch, they lack generally the keystones. 
These latter subsequently were replaced soon after by rectangular, 
and frequently incised, lintels. It was during this phase of develop
ment that the use of dressed granite for basement and ground floor 
facades came into popularity. 

ECONOMIC STABILITY RETURNS 

The decade of the twenties ended with the financial panic of 1829. 
When economic stability returned, building was resumed and it 
was during this period that building above Charles Street was for 
the most part completed. Several important changes earmarked the 
trends in design. The first, the swelled or bow front facade pre
viously limited to Beacon Street was widely adopted. Second, late 
colonial design motifs were abruptly replaced with Greek Revival 
details. Third, the early and middle thirties were a time of financial 
prosperity, resulting through no lack of funds and the expectation 
of continuing success, in a demand for larger houses as the pre
dominant type of this period. 

Building activity centered on Pinckney Street, Louisburg Square 
and in the vacant areas of Mt. Vernon Street formerly proposed for 
mansion houses. 



In the detail of the bow front and the straight facade houses may be found the Greek 
Revival elements. Colonnaded and pedimented doorways and pedimented window lintels are 
in ready evidence. Unfortunately, some of these details were removed, probably because of 
deterioration of the brownstone. Observation of several of the swelled front houses on the 
lower side of Louisburg Square are examples of these modifications. 

Perhaps no other house better exemplifies the three components mentioned than 59 Mt. 
Vernon Street, which in addition to its Ionic portal and pedimented window lintels com
bine as well classical wreaths in a frieze below the roof marking the vertical rows of win
dows. The interior is reputedly even more replete in Greek Revival detailing representing 
in all probability the most complete acceptance of this motif in conjunction with the archi
tecture of earlier eras on the Hill. 

Andrew Jackson's continuing battle with the Bank of the United States resulted in the 
failure in 1836 of that bank to be rechartered. Federal deposits had been distributed to "pet" 
banks for several years previously, and, with less centralized control, many banks were issuing 
paper currency without sufficient specie to cover. A bank panic in 1837 was the result, and 
the sub-treasury was formed soon after. 

These financial crises slowed building but by the 1850's the development had been vir
tually completed on Beacon Hill, more or less in the style of the preceding decade. Notable 
exceptions are the two houses at 70 and 72 Mt. Vernon Street in the style of the Gothic Re
vival, by Richard Upjohn. 

The period after 1850 saw the development of the so called Flat of the Hill, the area west 
of Charles Street. Although development took place beyond River Street on Beacon as early 
as 1828, little else was accomplished until much later. A number of the original buildings 
were and are carriage houses formerly for homes east of Charles. These replaced similar 
buildings located on the north slope of the Hill, a few of which still remain on Joy and 
Irving Streets. 

Unfortunately, in recent years, before protective legislation was enacted, historic dwell
ings and neighborhoods were demolished. Pemberton Square and Bowdoin Square were razed 
to make way for state office buildings. Perhaps in retrospect this is no worse than the 
destruction of downtown structures by the fire of 1872 which conveniently made way for 
the department stores of today. However, for those residents of Boston who have concern 
for the heritage of this city and most particularly its architecture and the maintenance of 
the present historic districts, there can be little acceptance for such action. 

At the same time that which can still be observed must be maintained. Interest is high 
but is still selective. Houses on the north slope, of which there are many deserving attention, 
must be kept in mind. Charles Sumner's house on lower Hancock Street, the pre-1812 homes 
on Myrtle Street, the other sometimes less pretentious houses hidden in cul-de-sacs and 
frequently overlooked, should not be forgotten. 

It is a rare heritage which we share — so much of times past observable in lasting 
examples for the enjoyment of architecture buffs as well as the casual observer of decades 
of building blended into such a pleasing whole. Beacon Hill. 
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NINETEENTH CENTURY LIVING 
The Beacon Hill streets of the 1820's and 1830's were variously 
paved. Cobble stones, granite paving blocks and occasionally wood 
were used and are still in evidence, sometimes peeping out from the 
edges of present surfacing and can be seen on Acorn Street, Louis
burg Square and Cedar Lane Way on the north side of Mt. Vernon 
Street respectively. At 85 Mt. Vernon Street, a cobble stone drive
way leads to the house and carriage house. The stone provided 
purchase for the horse's hoofs while long rectangular granite blocks 
set parallel at the width of carriage wheels were designed to make the 
carriage passenger more comfortable in his trip up the driveway. 

Home life on at least the south slope of Beacon Hill during this 
time was one of middle to upper class affluence. Most households 
had at least one servant; many had more depending upon wealth, 
social status, size of house and size of family. Servants occupied 
garret rooms with small fireplaces, the walls invariably painted 
green. 

The streets were poorly lighted by oil lamps set at greater inter
vals than our present gas lights. Protection from roisterers and the 
rare footpads was in the hands of the Boston Watch, a carry over 
from earlier days when Indians were still a threat. The Watch 
patrolled in pairs and fours from 10 P.M. until the early morning, 
dependent upon citizen participation for notification of criminal 
activity and also in apprehension of wrong-doers. In 1822 the Bos
ton Police Department was founded, and only in the 30's and 40's, 
with a substantial increase in the City's population, were the activ
ities (and number of officers) expanded to encompass street patrol
ling and regular criminal apprehension. Up to the 1820's the City's 
population remained small enough that criminal elements could be 
easily noticed, if not as such, at least as strangers. 

In 1822, the Town of Boston was chartered as a City. That same 
year, the "City Gas Company" was established, praying permis
sion of the new mayor, Josiah Quincy, to lay pipes in Boston in order 
to supply gas to customers in that City. Gas had first been used for 
illumination in France in 1801. By 1806, it was used by David Mel
ville to illuminate his home in Newport, Rhode Island. In 1816, the 
first American gas company was chartered in Baltimore. In 1817, 
Daniel Darby, a Devonshire Street boot and shoemaker lighted his 
shop with gas. One Mr. Bacon, in 1822, followed suit in his apothe
cary on Court Street. 
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The petitioners of the City Gas Company, including Alexander 
Parris, William Prescott, Horace Gray, F. Dexter, Charles P. Curtis 
and others, called attention to, among other things, the lighting of 
the City's streets and byways at a 25% reduction in cost as compared 
to oil lighting. 

On August 27, 1822, the petition was granted. That same day, 
the aldermen granted permission to lay pipes under sidewalks, ad
mittedly under supervision of the Commissioner of Highways but 
at the expense of the new company. The City Gas Company was 
officially chartered as the Boston Gas Light Company on January 
22,1823. 

Whale oil as a gas source was unsatisfactory and general manu
facture was delayed until coal was used in 1828 (continuing until 
1958). The first works were located in the North End of the City 
next to Cobb's Hill. For a number of years all coal was imported. 

When lighting by gas reached homes on Beacon Hill is in some 
doubt; certainly, however, it was a common means of illumination 
by the 1840's, if not sooner. The first public street lamp was intro
duced into Dock Square in 1829. By 1844, there were 10,000 street 
lights in the City. Whale oil as an internal means of illumination and 
also an external one continued for some decades. 

Heating and cooking were not carried out by gas until quite late. 
Heating was provided primarly by wood in the early part of the 
century followed by coal, imported for the most part. The shallow 
fireplaces common to the Hill reflect improved methods of heat 
projection. Subsequently, cast iron surrounds and baskets of even 
shallower depth provided better heat at lower cost with cannel or 
soft coal. Central heat was introduced in the form of coal-burning 
boilers and radiators late in the century. 

Two types of cooking stoves or ranges were in use at this time. 
The first was a masonry cook stove with special utensils which was 
designed by Count Rumford around 1790. This stove provided ves
sels of various sizes and temperatures in a convenient arrangement. 
A variant of his design appears in Asher Benjamin's The American 
Builders Compansion (1820). The second type, a prefabricated cast 
iron range, was manufactured in Holland by J. F. Dudy, c. 1820, and 
was imported to the U.S. in quantity. This latter design was to be 
the forerunner of modern stoves. 

The City did not supply water to the Hill residents though a 
reservoir existed near the State House for special or emergency pur
poses. Water was supplied from wells either in the basement or the 
back garden. Sometimes several homeowners shared a common 

well. The method for drawing water, at least by the mid-1830's, was 
by suction, with pumps located in kitchens. Water was used for 
washing purposes and drinking but not for carrying off waste. 

A system of storm drains and sewers in Boston predated 1700, 
though just how early it was developed is not known. These sewers 
were built by land owners who frequently shared with their neigh
bors the expense of building and maintaining them. It was ordered 
in 1710 that any tearing up of public ways required the approval 
of at least two Selectmen. Also by 1710, it was required that each 
and every landowner pay his share in the cost of drains and sewers. 
This law was to continue well into the 1800's having been modified 
only slightly in 1796 with the proviso that anyone not contribut
ing his share of the cost must pay double after two weeks non-pay
ment. Upon Boston's being chartered a City, one of the first acts 
of the Council was to take over control of all extant sewers as well 
as the responsibility for building new ones. Much of the expense of 
building and maintaining the sewer system was as before — the 
owners of property which benefited, paid. 

Human waste was strictly prohibited from passing through these 
sewers until 1833. Each house had a privy-vault for that purpose. 
These vaults had to be emptied periodically and this task was carried 
out by "night soil" collectors who would arrive late at night or early 
in the morning to pump the vaults clean. The horse or mule driven 
wagons sounded so very much like artillery caissons and since most 
of the collectors dumped their cargoes in Brighton, then a fairly rural 
setting, they became jokingly known as the Brighton Artillery. 

When the first human waste was allowed to be passed through 
sewers, it was only in the form of liquid drain-off from the vaults. 
Until the 1870's, the old system was the predominant one. However, 
increased building, and particularly areas which were filled, made 
this a considerable problem which had long deserved attention. 

Many Beacon Hill dwellers look back on the early nineteenth 
century with nostalgia. There can be no question but what it was an 
exciting era culturally, as well as in trade and industrialization. 
However, to have lived then, even as romantic as it might sound, 
would have meant living without the common conveniences we so 
casually take for granted today. 
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PRESERVATION & RESTORATION 

Preservation means keeping an old building in good condition in its 
existing form. 

Restoration means returning a building to some specific date 
(often the date it was supposedly built), replacing all changes made 
after that date with copies of what might have been there, and re
moving all work of a later period. 

Renovation makes selective use of the existing structure and 
detail, leaving those features which let the building adapt to its 
present use. 

Change is part of the natural life of buildings and only increases 
their interest as antiquities. 

The BHAC does require that any restorations, changes, or addi
tions that are made to exterior architectural features be designed, as 
far as practical, to conform to the style and detail that prevailed at 
the time the building was originally built. 

Carl Weinhardt's booklet Domestic Architecture of Beacon Hill 
(see Appendix) will help date buildings on the Hill. 

". . . very few of them have been untouched by remodeling at 
some point. Fortunately, these remodelings may be classified fairly 
well, and once understood, are not difficult to recognize. The earliest 
type consists of alterations made before 1850 to 'modernize' the 
appearance of a house — a Greek Revival doorway might replace an 
earlier Adamesque example. Then came the Victorians with their 
French roofs, oriel windows and brownstone details. Finally, in the 
twentieth century the Federal-Georgian revivalists have frequently 
set out to undo the Victorian work, and in other cases to improve 
upon the original." 
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ARCHITECTURAL 
FEATURES 

COLOR 

Colors on the Hill were, when new, con
siderably brighter than today. A cen
tury of dirt dulls brick walls consider
ably. Then, too, today's painters, in an 
effort to be authentic and reproduce the 
"original" colors they found under layers 
of paint, forget that the linseed oil paint 
base darkens with age and they repaint 
with a darker color. The original pig
ments — carbon black, white lead, yel
low ochre, Prussian blue, and chrome 
green were broadened in later Victorian 
years. 

Repainting existing exterior wood
work with the same color does not re
quire approval of the Archictectural 
Commission and is encouraged if the 
present color is appropriate. When se
lecting new colors for this work, choose 
from the range of colors in the immediate 
neighborhood. Common courtesy sug
gests that you consult with your neigh
bors about the proposed change before 
seeking approval of the Architectural 
Commission. A good color scheme will 
enhance the neighborhood as well as the 
individual building. A list of selected 
paint colors is available at the office of 
the BHCA and the Secretary of the 
Architectural Commission as reference. 

Note: Raw aluminum storm windows 
and screens if unpainted are not appro
priate and are not allowed. 

DOORWAYS 

The style of windows and doorways is 
critical to the character of Beacon Hill. 
Most houses have the main door facing 
the street, with a short flight of steps 
running up to it beginning directly on the 
sidewalk line, making a recessed en
trance. The recesses are very much a part 
of the street design and add interest to 
what might otherwise be a flat frontage. 
Nothing looks better than the original 
door, or doors, and every effort should be 
made to save them, together with the 
sidelights and glass transom which light 
the staircase. 

Good weatherstripping will assist in 
keeping out the cold. Additions of a 
storm door on the sidewalk line should be 
avoided or removed, as the new door 
would be required to swing outward onto 
the street, making a hazard to pedes
trians. Proper lighting at the entry is not 
only attractive but helps to illuminate 
what might otherwise be a dark, con
cealed lurking place. 

Burglars find most Beacon Hill homes 
likely targets because of inadequate se
curity. Be sure that the door frame is firm 
and strong. Use a lock which cannot be 
opened with a credit card such as a dead 
lock. A double cylinder (inside and out
side) deadbolt lock will prevent the bur
glar from leaving by the front door if 
he has entered through the window. All 
apartment buildings are required to have 
a self-closing front door with an auto
matic locking device. 

WINDOWS 

Historically, windows were the chief 
source of interior light. The openings are 
long and large, repeating at regular in
tervals. The facades are punctuated by 
bays and oriels. The windows were 
nearly always constructed as double-
hung sash. 

Replacement windows should be the 
same size and have the same pane divi
sions as the originals. In all cases the long 
dimension of the pane and window is 
vertical. Large picture windows which are 
visible from a public way are not appro
priate. One of the great charms of Beacon 
Hill is the rhythm of uniform window 
openings from building to building. 

Leaded glass windows use preformed 
lead strips, called cames, soldered be
tween the panes. Broken panes can be re
placed, although not so easily as in other 
windows. 

Blinds (or shutters) were installed on 
windows both front and rear, except for 
dormers and oriels, of all the older build
ings. Replacement blinds should appear 
as if they could close and just cover the 
entire window. (See the section on 
Wood.) Sources for purchase of blinds/ 
shutters and the necessary hardware are 
available by calling the BHCA office. 

Storm windows and screens should 
match the window frame in both color 
and size. (See Metal and Paint sections.) 
Window frames often become loose and 
drafty with age, wasting a great deal of 
heat in winter. This condition may be cor
rected by installing a special weather-
stripping track for the original sash to 
slide in. 



WINDOW BOXES 

Our streets are enlivened by natural 
beauty through the efforts of many resi
dents who maintain window boxes 
through the summer. 

The Beacon Hill Garden Club and the 
Beacon Hill Civic Association started an
nual window-box contests in 1958 and 
award prizes for a number of categories. 

Volunteers are willing to assist indi
viduals in the planting of their boxes and 
in any beautification effort in the com
munity. An excellent pamphlet on City 
Window Box Planting is available at the 
Beacon Hill Civic Association office. 
Boxes are available at cost from the 
BHCA and at street fairs in the spring. 

Put your plants in pots and the pots 
in the boxes — that saves weight and 
makes them easy to bring into the house 
in the fall. The weight of the soil and 
water must be adequately supported and 
the box securely fastened to the window 
frame. 

TREES AND PAVING 

There have been trees on the Hill for 
many years and recent efforts have 
brought many new trees. Young trees 
especially must be protected from dam
age by automobiles and dogs. A sturdy 
pipe at least three inches in diameter, 
driven well into the ground at curb line 
and filled with concrete, will help protect 
the tree and reduce the damage. A low 
fence keeps the dogs off. 

Young trees need a couple of buckets 
of water every week in the spring and 
summer. Loosen the soil and build a dam 
to hold the water and allow it to percolate 
to the roots. If a lower limb is broken, 
saw off the stump close to the trunk. If a 
tree is badly damaged, call the Park De
partment, Maintenance Division, (524-
0610). 

The sidewalk can easily be washed 
frequently — a blessing to all who walk 
on the Hill — if a frost-free faucet is in
stalled on the front of the building and 
fitted with a quick-release hose fitting. 
Installation is simple because the City 
water line generally enters the basement 
at the front of the building. The sidewalk 
paving should drain rainwater away from 
the basement entry and windows. The 
sidewalk paving itself is the responsibil
ity of the City Public Works Department, 
Highway Yard (536-7150). 
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UTILITIES 

Utility equipment should be restricted 
to underground entry or kept to the rear 
of the building wherever possible. This 
includes TV antennas and cables as well 
as air conditioners, which should be in
stalled in rear windows. When window 
air conditioners must appear in street-
front windows, they must not project 
beyond the building face and should be 
painted to match the window trim. Heat
ing oil filler pipes and vents should be 
kept short and the area around them kept 
clean. 



ECONOMICS OF 
PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE 

Beacon Hill is a pleasant neighborhood. Its buildings are pleasant 
partly because they were built of high-quality materials and by 
skilled craftsmen. This combination of the best materials and high
est quality work has contributed to keeping the buildings intact for 
over one hundred years. These buildings have required relatively 
little exterior maintenance, and will continue to require little main
tenance if they are cared for promptly and properly when necessary. 
The higher intitial cost for the superior quality materials is generally 
offset by the much longer lifetime of these materials. 

It is very difficult to find quality workmanship for maintenance 
and repair. It would be wise for an owner or agent to study the 
materials and methods discussed in this book and talk over the con
tracted work with the contractor and workers to ensure that it is 
done in the best manner. Using the best quality methods and mate
rials means that the job will look better and last longer — and be 
less expensive in the long run. 

The key element is preventive maintenance. The trick is to know 
when maintenance is needed — when it is still inexpensive to correct 
before deterioration has resulted in damage beyond simple repair. 

Destructive Forces 

Maintaining the physical character of Beacon Hill means main
taining its buildings, in whole and in part. Architectural materials 
are damaged primarily by water and sunlight: wood rots as micro
organisms feed on damp wood; stone and mortar split as absorbed 
water freezes or crumbles under the action of acid air pollutants. 
Erosion by water from poorly-drained roofs destroys mortar, pav
ing, and roofing; paint and built-up roofing are damaged by ultra
violet from the sun, together with ozone and other pollutants in the 
air; iron rusts, and dirt dulls colors. 

Since most damage to the exterior of buildings is from water, 
light, and air, the following general techniques are used in all areas 
of the building and with many different materials: use materials 
which are not easily damaged: brick, granite, slate, lead, and copper 
are some examples; seal non-masonry materials so water cannot 
pass: paint, caulking, roofing, and flashing are used for these; shape 
pieces so that water does not stand, but runs off. 

SPECIFIC TECHNIQUES 

MASONRY 
The architectural character of Beacon Hill is determined largely 
by its masonry buildings, usually of dark red or yellow brick with 
stone steps and basements. The stone may be granite, which is hard 
and gray; limestone, which is white and fine textured; or brown 
sandstone (brownstone), which looks like what it is — consolidated 
sand. The individual stones are bound together with mortar. In 
nature, stone ultimately breaks down to become soil. This process of 
deterioration occurs when the stone is used to make a building, re
quiring only water to act as a catalyst. 

Salts from the atmosphere are carried into the masonry by rain
water and crystallize beneath the surface as the water evaporates, 
bursting the stone and causing pieces to spall off. Exposed sills may 
become saturated with water which expands as it freezes, also burst
ing the stone or mortar. The rusting of iron bolts will force the 
masonry apart, too. Physical erosion by wind or dripping water and 
wear by feet on steps also occurs. High-sulphur heating fuels create 
acids when burned. In urban areas these acids etch limestone, pitting 
the surface, and leaving a skin which later blisters and scales off. 

Ivy tendrils penetrate small crevices and joints, loosening and 
dislodging bricks and enlarging cracks. Except for erosion and ivy, 
the presence of water moving through the porous structure is essen
tial to the breakdown process of masonry. 



Preserving Masonry 

The simplest way to ensure that masonry will remain sound for 
as long as possible is to keep it clean and as dry as possible. It is 
important to maintain roofs and gutters (see Roof section) to prevent 
the walls from being soaked from above and to keep water from 
spilling down the wall face. Defective storm drains permit the soil 
around a building to become saturated unevenly, adding greatly 
to the risk of dampness in the walls. 

Defective pointing can make a wall face liable to saturation 
through exposing ledges on which rain will accumulate. A slight 
recess is considered beneficial. Pointing is defective when it is crum
bly, cracked, or missing. The old mortar should be scraped out with 
a wooden tool and new mortar (see Appendix) replaced. The new 
mortar should not extend beyond the face of the brick. 

Critical to preserving masonry is preventing liquid water from 
entering the masonry, while still allowing vapor, including evapo
rated water from cooking and showers, to escape from inside the 
wall. Damp plaster and peeling paint on ceilings or exterior walls 
are signs that water is entering behind a wall. 

To be effective, a "preservative" or waterproofing must either 
prevent water and harmful chemicals from getting in, or act as a 
binder to reinforce or replace a weak cementing matrix in the stone. 
Moisture must always be moving in and out of a porous mate
rial and so it is important that a wall can "breathe." Over the years, 
many waterproofing solutions have been used in an attempt to pre
vent the penetration of moisture. Nearly all of these have proved in
effective, if not acutally harmful. 

Paint does not preserve a masonry wall. Oil base paint acts as 
a surface seal, and water from inside the building forces the paint 
to flake off. (See the section on Painting Masonry.) 

Cleaning Masonry 

As previously discussed, the colors on Beacon Hill were originally 
brighter. Most of the dullness comes from dirt — especially on brick, 
stone, and mortar. Water under pressure is used with a non-ionic, 
biodegradable detergent to clean buildings. Repoint the mortar and 
caulk the window frames before cleaning to avoid forcing water into 
the building. Chemical solvents may be used to remove iron and 

heating oil stains. (See Appendix.) Wire brushes are bad for ma
sonry, as is sandblasting, because they remove the resistant surface 
of the stone or brick, allowing them to deteriorate faster after the 
cleaning. Bird droppings deface masonry and are a factor in causing 
chemical decay of the stone and mortar. Several proprietary devices 
are available for discouraging the birds from perching. 

Repair of Masonry 

Good masons who enjoy working with old houses are scarce and 
expensive. Old methods and the finish appropriate to old buildings 
are not understood by all masons. Try to see other work by the 
mason you select. Brick and mortar are expensive and very perma
nent, and we will all have to look at it for a long time. 

Damaged stone (on Beacon Hill, usually brownstone) should 
ideally be replaced. In the case of cracked lintels over doors and 
windows, they must be replaced. Weakness here will ultimately 
damage the entire wall above the cracked lintel. 

When stone cannot be replaced entirely, it can be repaired with 
a mortar using crushed stone as the aggregate to match the color of 
the original. The mortar should not be less than %-inch thick, nor 
more than 3 inches thick. Generally, the finish must be carefully 
regulated and somewhat rougher than the stone face or the patch will 
appear smooth by comparison. Prepare a sample and let it dry to test 
the color and texture of the patching material. Consult the Beacon 
Hill Civic Association for a list of qualified contractors. 

Cracks are to be found in nearly every old building. It is essen
tial to analyze cracks and movements in walls and to determine the 
reason for them before any repair is attempted. Consult a profes
sional engineer if necessary. 

If the crack is not active, it can be stabilized by grouting and 
pointing (see Appendix), by bonding across, by extracting and re-
bedding bricks on each side, or a combination of these methods. 

Surface damage to flaked and spalled limestone can be amelio
rated by washing the surface with limewater. This consolidates the 
particles, replacing the resistant surface of the stone, and reduces 
further damage. (See Appendix.) 

Brownstone consolidation is being adapted to the stone of this 
area by local researchers. 
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WOOD 

Wood is used for doors, window sash, blinds, trim, and for window 
and door frames. Wood suffers from expansion and contraction 
with changing humidity. It warps if the wood contains more mois
ture on one side than the other or if it was not sawn parallel to 
the grain. And it rots as micro-organisms feed on damp wood. The 
biggest of these problems is rot, and its prevention will often prevent 
or reduce other problems as well. 

One way to preserve wood from rot is to kill the micro-organisms 
— this is what wood preservatives do. New exterior wood should be 
pressure treated with preservative. If pressure treated wood is not 
available, the pieces should be dipped in preservative, especicJly 
cut ends and parts adjoining masonry, after they are cut to size. 
(See Appendix.) 

Another way to preserve wood is to keep it dry. Paint and var
nish and shellac are commonly used to protect the exposed surfaces. 
(See Paint section.) In addition, water should be prevented from 
entering behind the wood by: 

• Shaping the wood so the water runs off. 
• Using metal flashing (see Roof section) to direct water off of the 

wood or to completely cover the wood, as on cornices and oriels. 
• Keeping gutters in good order so water does not wash down 

the wall or splash on sills and paving. 
• Sealing the wood with an oil-based primer. 
• Caulking between the wood and the adjacent masonry with a 

caulking or sealing compound (see Paint section) of matching 
color, which retains its flexibility and adhesion characteristics 
over time. 

Window glazing putty also acts to direct water off of the wooden 
sash, but the wood under the putty should be primed to seal it 
against entrance of water if the putty cracks and to help form a 
better bond between the putty and wood. 

When wood is left exposed to the elements, it will weather to a 
rough texture which is foreign to Beacon Hill. If left exposed and 
unfinished, it becomes subject to rot. When rotted, the wood is weak, 
soft, and will not take paint well. When the rotten part is only a 
small portion of a larger piece, it can be restored by injecting it with 
epoxy glue thinned with acetone. Such an operation might be applied 
to the corner of a window sash. It is, however, messy and hazardous. 

Most often the rotten wood parts are best completely replaced 

by new wood, cut to the original shape, treated with preservative, 
and carefully fitted in place. When this is done, any rotten wood 
behind the facade should also be replaced in order to build up a 
solid framework to fasten the new finish wood. 



METAL 

Ironwork 

Iron can be divided into two categories depending on how it was 
made. These two are maintained alike but repaired differently. 
Wrought iron is formed by hammering hot iron over an anvil. It is 
easily repaired by heating and bending or by welding in a new piece. 
Cast iron is formed by pouring molten iron into a pressed sand mold. 
It is much more brittle than wrought iron. Repairs are very difficult 
— replacement is often easier. 

If you've priced ironwork lately, then you know why you should 
keep what you have in good condition. Both types of iron suffer from 
rusting and should be kept well painted. Even the smallest chip in 
the paint lets rust begin spreading under the paint. (See the section 
on Paint.) 

Fasteners between iron and masonry or wood frequently rust 
away. Wood screws should be bronze or heavily plated steel. Re
move rusted bolts, with a chisel if needed, and clean up the sur
rounding iron. Replace the masonry bolt with one of stainless steel. 
There are different varieties available for different applications. 
Some expand a plug of lead into the hole; others must be grouted 
into the masonry hole. In any case, coat the threads lightly with 
grease before assembling. Various steel plates are available for 
strengthening joints and mending breaks. 

Ironwork is a symbol of security. Fences, window grilles, bal
cony railings, and fire escapes are all of iron. The security you derive 
from these may be only symbolic if the iron is not securely fastened. 
Always check the fasteners when repainting ironwork. 

Iron grilles and screens over street-level windows for protection 
should have mountings as strong as the grille itself. They should be 
decorative as well, and designed to resemble a nice fence. They may 
swing outward to wash the window panes, but the lock should be on 
the inside so as not to be too visible. 

Fences are imbedded into granite curbs with lead which has been 
melted to fill the space between the foot of the iron and the hole in 
the stone. Usually the iron rusts away before this plug works loose. 
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Brass 

Brass is an alloy of copper and zinc which is easily cast or machined 
into decorative shapes. It appears as door knockers, knobs, hinges, 
and nameplates all over Beacon Hill. It is a very durable material. 

Brass polishes nicely, using an ammonia-containing polish, and 
elbow grease. Before polishing, check to see if your piece is solid 
brass. If it attracts a magnet, it is only brass-plated, and heavy 
polishing will expose the steel core. Eventually even solid brass 
will be polished away; some industriously polished nameplates can 
scarcely be deciphered now. 

Acrylic lacquer will protect the polished surface for a year or 
so, but it will scratch and flake off, leaving the brass patchy looking 
after a time. Wash off the lacquer with solvent, polish the brass, and 
reapply the lacquer. 

Some brass corrodes in a course crystalline pattern. This may be 
admired, or removed by heavy polishing. Start with fine (00 grade) 
steel wool and finish with a commercial polish. The crystalline pat
tern will reappear unless the surface is protected with lacquer. 



PAINTING 
Old paints were all linseed oil based with natural pigments. The 
oil paints were all glossy when they were applied, except that they 
weathered rapidly on the surface where exposed to the sun. This 
gave a surface matte finish which differs in appearance from any 
finish today. Currently, alkyd resin — an oil from soya beans — 
has replaced linseed oil. It is more resistant to darkening and weath
ering, so a semi-gloss paint should be chosen to approximate the old 
texture. Water emulsion (latex) paints have been added to the avail
able materials and are easy to work with. Lead oxide has been re
placed as the primary pigment by titanium dioxide, which is not 
toxic. The lead pigment combined with sulfides in the air form black 
lead sulfide — in effect graying a white house. 

Paint forms a flexible impervious membrane. If the paint be
comes hard and brittle, it will crack as it expands in the heat of the 
sun. If water or water vapor gets behind the paint, it will be pushed 
off of the wood or masonry, causing blistering or peeling. Latex 
paints are more porous than oil paints and should be used where 
vapor must escape from inside the wall — especially on brick walls. 
The latex adheres very well to layers of paint underneath and may 
pull these off. 

Where peeling is a continual problem, look for sources of mois
ture from inside the wall. Water may get in around window frames 
during a driving rain. Water from leaky gutters or downspouts may 
wash down the face of the wall causing it to become so soaked that 
the water comes out on the inside of the wall and eventually migrates 
to the inside walls and ceiling, causing paint to peel or plaster to 
crumble. 

If insulation with a vapor barrier has been installed within a 
wall, the water vapor from cooking and showers will concentrate 
on the inside face of the vapor barrier at the coldest point. It will 
escape from inside the building through the window frames, re
moving your paint, unless the vapor is otherwise removed from 
the building, as by a fan. Heat is lost from buildings primarily 
through cracks around windows and doors, next through single 
thickness glass windows, through the roof, and least through mas
onry walls. Therefore, it is unwise to arouse the problems which 
occur as a side effect of insulating masonry walls within spaces of 
the house or apartment which are high in moisture content (e.g., 
kitchen, bath, laundry rooms). 
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PAINTING WOOD 

Old wood should have all loose paint 
firmly scraped off, sanded to roughen 
any glossy paint, and bare spots primed. 
Excessively thick coatings of paint are 
subject to chipping or cracking. Scraping, 
sanding, and priming are recommended 
where an excessive build-up of paint pre
vents doors and windows from opening 
and closing smoothly. 

Remove all hardware. Toss it into a 
saucepan, cover with water, add a couple 
of tablespoons of vinegar, and simmer 
for a half hour or more. This will loosen 
crusted paint, which can then be wiped 
off. 

New wood should be primed with an 
oil-base primer-sealer. Shellac base pri
mers do not adhere well and should be 
used only over knots and pitch pockets. 
After priming and light sanding with 100 
grit paper, use an exterior semi-gloss oil 
base paint. (See the section on Color.) 

CAULKING 

The joint between any dissimilar ma
terials should be caulked with a perma
nently flexible, colored or paintable 
caulking compound. Two of the best are 
GE Silicone 1300 and latex-based Pecora 
AC-20. Oil base caulking compounds are 
not satisfactory as they tend to dry out. 

Glazing putty is also caulking. When 
reglazing a window, prime the wood be
fore applying the glazing compound. 
Then paint slightly onto the glass to 
create a bond and to bridge the crack be
tween the glass and glazing compound. 

PAINTING MASONRY 

Masonry should not be painted — es
pecially on the outside. Masonry should 
remain porous to water vapor, and oil-
base paints seal the surface to vapor. 
Because of this, oil paint will peel off al
most as fast as it is put on. If a wall 
has been previously painted and is badly 
flaked, use latex-base masonry paint or 
exterior flat latex, which bond better to 
the masonry than oil base paints and are 
more porous. Obviously, painting of an 
exterior brick wall must be approved by 
the Architectural Commission prior to 
commencement of the work. 

PAINTING METAL 

Iron must be primed before it is painted. 
Three types of primers are available. 
The old standby red lead may only be 
used outdoors more than 8' above 
ground. Zinc chromate primer may be 
used where children can reach. Both these 
primers require removing all rust. A 
third type of primer contains iron oxides. 
For this type only the loose rust is re
moved. 

Scrape off loose rust and brush clean 
with a wire brush. To get down to the 
bare metal, use a wire brush in an elec
tric drill. This is hard work, but the only 
way to do a good job. Check under the 
railings where the water drips, often the 
worst area. 

When clean, paint on the protective 
primer and let it dry one or two days. 
Then apply the finish coat of outdoor 
metal paint. Two coats are recommended. 

Aluminum may be purchased with a 
factory-applied baked enamel, or, better 
still, an anodized finish in the color of the 
window frame. These factory finishes 
will last a very long time. 

Raw aluminum must have an etched 
surface for the paint to grip. Nature will 
etch the metal in a year or you can use 
chemical preparations. Then simply ap
ply metal paint in the appropriate color. 
No primer is needed. 
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ROOFS 

Originally, the majority of older buildings had sloped roofs with 
the main ridge parallel to the street. The roof structure was covered 
with slates to act as a rain shield. Renovations during and after the 
Victorian era saw many roofs rebuilt into a French (Mansard) roof, 
which has a nearly vertical portion covered with slates and a nearly 
flat deck above this. The small roofs of ells and oriels were often 
covered with sheet metal — a very good material for small or odd-
shaped surfaces. Destructive forces vary for the different roofing 
materials. Slate, being stone, is almost trouble and maintenance free 
except when a brick falls from the chimney or someone tries to walk 
on the slates and one is broken. Slate roofs generally fail at nail holes, 
or because of poor nailing practice, and result in losing a slate, which 
can be simply replaced. 

The asphalt in built-up roofs and composition shingles loses 
some of its elasticity with the heat of sunlight and the dissolving 
action of water, becoming brittle and cracking with age. Coal tar 
pitch is more stable, and, in fact, will heal cracks when it warms in 
the sun. Pitch can be applied only on flat roofs. Built-up roofs also 
erode if water flows over them. Foot traffic over gravel is distinctly 
bad and will contribute to the quick deterioration of the roofing 
material. 

CLEANING & INSPECTION 

The roof should be checked each spring when the gutters are cleaned. 
Remove all dirt, gravel and leaves from the gutters. Don't put this 
back on the roof — take a bucket with you. Check the joint be
tween the roof and gutter. There should be no cracks, or ice may 
back up during a freeze, destroying the roof and staining the ceiling 
below. At the same time, check all composition flashings, joints be
tween metal flashing, and built-up roofing at vertical intersections 
and at chimneys. Check the built-up roof for cracks, blisters, or soft 
spots. Check metal flashings to see that they are not loose at the top, 
and a metal roof for small holes or rust. While you are on the roof, 
inspect the chimney for loose bricks or crumbling mortar and have 
it rebuilt or pointed as needed. (See Masonry section.) 
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MATERIALS 

Labor amotmts to the biggest part of roofing and flashing costs. It 
is well worth using the best materials available, especially in con
junction with a high-quality building. Because the flashings are so 
vulnerable, the best work and material will extend the effective life 
of the roof. 

Slate roofs have much to commend them in addition to their 
pleasant appearance and historic significance to Beacon Hill and the 
Welsh craftsmen who brought the trade here. Slate is extremely 
durable, being nearly maintenance-free, and the slates are fireproof. 
Slate comes in a range of colors, from black and grey to red, green, 
and purple. 

Metal roofs and metal flashing use basically the same techniques. 
Before 1830 metal roofs and flashings were probably soft lead, which 
is very durable, but creeps down a slope. Suitable replacements 
would be lead-coated copper, terne-coated stainless steel, or hard 
lead. Later roofs were copper or terne-plated iron. Metal roofs are 
underlain with roofing felt or rosin-sized paper. Allow for plenty 
of expansion. 

Metals commonly used for flashing, gutters, and roofing are: 
Copper: 16 ounces per square foot (16 oz.) or 20 oz. It must be 

washed with a strong detergent after installation to remove finger
prints and ensure a uniform green patina. Copper comes in two hard
ness grades — soft tempered copper is used for flashings, and hard 
temper is used for cornices and oriels. Copper is easy to cut and 
bend and solders easily. 

Lead-coated copper (LCC) turns dark grey shortly after exposure 
to the elements. The lead protects the copper, but otherwise LCC 
has the same characteristics as copper. 

Hard lead is sold by weight. Three pounds per square foot (3 lb.) 
is commonly used for flashings. Fasten with lead or copper cleats, 
using copper nails or brass screws spaced eight inches apart. Use 
lead lag shields in masonry. 

Terne metal is steel coated with an alloy of 80% lead and 20% 
tin. The terne coating does not completely protect the steel from 
rusting, and old terne metal roofs are painted to protect them. (See 
Paint section.) 

Terne-coated stainless steel (TCS) also has the appearance of 
lead, but does not rust. It is springier than copper and is therefore 
harder to cut and bend than lead or lead-coated copper. 

Stainless steel does not solder as well as any of the above metals. 



It remains shiny forever — an effect desirable in some architecture 
but certainly foreign to Beacon Hill. 

Built-up roofing has replaced some of the flat roofs in the last 
hundred years. These roofing membranes are built up from alter
nating layers of rag or asbestos felts and asphalt or coal tar pitch 
which is applied hot. 

Built-up roofs are covered with gravel, a clay-emulsion roof coat
ing, or a walking surface. The gravel serves to reflect heat off of the 
roof surface, to protect the roof from erosion by rain and ice, and to 
weight the roof against wind lift. However, foot traffic will dislodge 
the gravel and puncture the roofing; special walking surfaces are 
available to set into the top layer of asphalt or pitch. A hatch should 
open onto the roof to make it accessible for maintenance. This hatch 
may also be a skylight or a smoke vent, but should be lockable. 

Elastomeric (rubber-like) roofing materials have gained accep
tance in recent years. Most of the elastomers are based on vinyl, ure-
thane, or neoprene. They are economical for small roofs as found on 
Beacon Hill. Some have proven very satisfactory. Some may also be 
used for flashing, eliminating a critical point between dissimilar 
materials at the edge of the roof. Other elastomers may be used as 
flashings with built-up roofs. 

REPAIR & REROOFING 

Slate roofs are repaired by replacing broken slates. Match the 
color and size of the old slate. Nail the new slate just below the lap 
of the upper slate, between two lower slates. Cover the nail with a 
little plastic roofing cement and a strip of copper. 

If a metal or built-up roof leaks, chances are that it is generally 
deteriorated and any patch will be only temporary. Two layers of 
roofing felt or fabric set in plastic roofing cement will keep the water 
out until the roof can be replaced. A built-up roof is often laid over 
roofing insulation, which may also need to be replaced. 

Reroofing may be done over an existing roof if it is solid, without 
soft spots or sagging areas, and clean of loose material. Otherwise, 
rip off the old roof to inspect and repair the structure beneath. Slate 
in commercial standard (VK/') thickness does not add significantly 
to the total roof load when replacing shingles. 

FLASHING 

The most vulnerable part of the roof is at the edges: around chim
neys, at party walls, skylights, sewer vents, cornices and gutters. 
Flashing used over or under the roof covering and turned up the 
vertical is known as "base flashing." Metal built into the vertical 
wall and bent down over the base flashing is termed "cap flashing" 
or "counterflashing." 

Base flashing extends at least 4" onto the roof and 8" up the 
vertical, where it is fastened either with nails or by locking onto the 
cap flashing. This means that skylights and roof hatches should be 
at least 8" above the level of the roof to keep out melting snow. 

Built-up roofs may have felt, neoprene, or metal base flashings. 
Metal or neoprene base flashings are made water tight to the roof
ing felts with hot tar or asphalt and strips of fabric. Metal flashing 
is also used to direct water flowing down a WcJl outward and over 
a window header. Metal flashings are fastened to the wall or roof 
sheathing with cleats and not nailed directly through the flashing. 
Exposed edges have a half-inch hem fold for added stiffness. A 
saddle or "cricket" is built up-slope of a skylight or chimney to pre
vent snow and water from building up. Joints in metal are folded 
into a lock seam and soldered. Where room for expansion is re
quired, the joints are caulked instead of soldered. 31 



GUTTERS & DOWNSPOUTS 

Gutters collect the rain from the roof and direct it into the down
spout. If gutters and downspouts are not kept in good condition, 
water will wash down the wall, soon destroying the mortar and 
the wall. 

Most frequently gutters are hung below the eaves. Gutters get 
very heavy when filled with ice and should be supported at least 
every 30" to prevent sagging or collapse. Gutters must be allowed 
to expand free ot their supports. If iron or steel supports are used 
with copper gutters, insulate the two against electrolysis with a lead 
strap or heavy tinning of the steel or iron. If reflashing a roof con
sider a standing gutter just above the eaves which will also help 
keep ice from sliding off the roof and is stronger than a hung gutter. 

Gutters must slope about an inch in 16 feet toward the drain 
to ensure complete drainage. Gutters should have screens to keep 
leaves out. A continuous screen of the same metal or of plastic with 
V4" to V2" mesh will keep out leaves very well. Gravel must be 
cleaned out every year, and at the same time check the fastenings 
of the gutters. 

Downspouts are best made of copper or lead-coated copper with 
bronze fasteners. A less expensive, and less satisfactory, alternative 
is to use aluminum which has a dark colored anodized or baked 
enamel finish, with aluminum fasteners. In this case the downspout 
should be insulated from both the copper gutter and the iron sewer 
pipe with lead or plastic sleeves to prevent electrolytic destruction 
of the new downspout. Downspouts should be corrugated to absorb 
expansion from ice build-up. The storm sewer should have a clean-
out to unplug the leaves which do wash down and become trapped. 

SNOW GUARDS 

Snow on the roof presents special problems, often for the pedes
trian below. Snow guards of a non-ferrous metal should be placed 
over all sidewalks and doorways to keep the snow and ice from 
sliding off the roof, damaging gutters and parked cars. Some types 
may easily be added to old slate roofs. Heating cables are also useful 
to prevent heavy ice from building up in the gutters and backing 
up under the roof. 
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CONTRACTORS & SUPPLIERS 

The Beacon Hill Civic Association (telephone: 227-1922) main
tains a current list of reputable General Contractors and Sub-Con
tractors and a list of suppliers of special materials for use of its 
membership. This list is developed by accumulating the recommen
dations of previous users. It is intended to be a guide to those owners 
and tenants desiring to contact and request bids from Contractors 
for work on their apartments and homes on Beacon Hill. It is not 
intended to be exclusive, nor does the BHCA make any representa
tions or guarantees regarding the workmanship of these companies. 
The list is an accumulation of references of building trades. We 
request that new names of companies be added and complaints of 
poor quality work be reported in order that it be effective and help
ful to future users. 

It is recommended that before any commitments are made to 
any successful bidders, the owner or tenant check with the Build
ing Department and/or BHCA Architectural Committee for con
formance with all codes and requirements of the City of Boston 
and Beacon Hill Architectural Commission (see Procedures). 



MATERIALS & METHODS 
The following detail descriptions and methods are supplementary 
information to the general procedures for repair and maintenance 
to be found in the main text of this handbook. 

The information is as current and factual as available technology 
allows. It is an attempt to disseminate information and methodology. 

MORTAR 

In theory, the mortar used for pointing should be slightly less 
hard and dense than the masonry so that the joints provide areas 
where the wall can "breathe" and moisture can evaporate. A dense 
mortar will usually give a poor bond to the stonework and will 
shrink away upon drying, causing hair cracks. It is also very liable 
to craze and thus trap moisture which, because the mortar has no 
open pores, will expand on freezing forcing the pointing out of the 
joints. A mortar rich in cement will not only be hard and dense 
but liable to cause staining of the stone. A pure lime mortar relies 
on absorption of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere for setting. 
Because this is slow, cement and lime are used together with the 
sand. The strength of a mortar depends not only on the cementitious 
material but on the size of the sand aggregate. The sand also largely 
governs the color of the joint. 

Mix a mortar of one part lime and one part cement, with six 
parts sand (1:1:6). The amount of sand will depend on the size of 
the particles. Try mixing a small amount and let it dry a few days. 
Compare the color with that in neighboring walls. Dark mortar 
emphasizes the wall. White mortar emphasizes the individual bricks. 

Any rebuilding or refacing of walls or chimneys should retain 
the narrow joints and dark pointing. Repointing of only a part of a 
wall or chimney should match the surrounding pointing in color. 
Originally, the sand in mortar was brown or gray. 

When repointing, the defective joints must be raked out, being 
careful not to chip the edges of the bricks. The joints must be wetted 
before pointing and mortar must be pressed well back into the 
joints. After the initial set has taken place, the laitance (film of 
cement or lime which comes to the surface of the mortar) should be 
removed with a stiff brush. 

GROUTING TO REPAIR LARGE MASONRY CRACKS 

The grout should consist of a liquid mixture of cement, lime and 
fine gritty sand and water in approximately equal proportions. The 
cement will not adhere to dusty or dry surfaces and, therefore, 
cracks must be thoroughly washed with clean water until this runs 
away clear at the bottom. 

Open cracks should be plugged at the surface with fibre pack
ing, leaving vent holes at the bottom of each "lift" to ensure that 
the grout runs right through. These are plugged as soon as the grout 
appears. Grouting should be done in "lifts" of two vertical feet 
at a time, allowing each lift to set before commencing operations 
on the next section above. The grout is introduced in an open joint 
or widened crack at the top of each lift through a trough or funnel 
under slight gravity pressure. After grouting, the packing can be 
removed and these spaces pointed up in the normal way. Pressure 
grouting can cause the collapse of a weak wall face and is generally 
not necessary on the thin walls here. When needed, it should only 
be done by experienced specialist firms. 

Oil stains around heating oil filler pipes may be removed by 
applying a poultice of petroleum distillate (paint thinner) mixed 
with talc to form a wet paste. Trowel it on, let it stand, and wash 
it off. Beware of the fire danger. 

IRON STAINS {Cleaning iron stains from masonry.) 

Dark iron stains may be removed from brick with phosphoric acid 
diluted 50:1 (about .25 molar). If there is any limestone or marble 
around do not use acid. (These stones will dissolve into a foam with 
acids.) 

On limestone or marble use a saturated solution of dicalcium 
EDTA in ammonia solution. 

Both solutions should have a little detergent added to help wet 
the masonry. Be careful of your hands when using chemical solu
tions such as these. 
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GLOSSARY 

Ashlar 

Bay Window 

Blinds 

Bond 

Came 

Casement 
Window 

Caulk 

Cement 

Cladding 

Cleat 

Cobble 

Coping 

Cornice 

Cricket 

Dentil 
Dormer 

Window 
Downspout 
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Cut stone set with a smooth face, as opposed to 
field or cobble stones. 
An angular or curved projection of a house front. 
frequently filled with windows. If curved, also called 
a bow front. If on an upper floor only, called an oriel. 
Window shutters made with louvers to keep out 
light. 
The method used to hold thick brick walls together. 
English Bond uses alternate rows of bricks, each row 
with all bricks either end out or side out. Flemish 
Bond uses alternate bricks end and side out within 
each row. Common Bond uses staggered rows of 
bricks each row with all bricks side out. 
A lead strip used between the panes of leaded glass 
windows. 
A metal or wood window with sash hinged on the 
side. 
Material used to stop up a seam, making it tight 
against leakage. 
A binding agent. Portland cement is a powder 
ground from the heated mixture of limestone and 
clay. 
An external covering or skin applied to a structure 
for aesthetic or protective purposes. 
A strip of metal used for concealed fastening of 
metal flashing or roofing. 
A naturally rounded stone between a pebble and a 
boulder in size. 
A cap or covering to a wall, either flat or sloping to 
shed water. 
Any projecting ornamental molding along the top 
of a building or wall. 
A saddle built up behind a roof projection to allow 
complete drainage. 
Small square blocks used in cornices. 
A window placed vertically in a sloping roof and 
with a roof of its own. 
A pipe for directing rain water from the roof to the 
ground. Also called a leader or conductor. 

Electrolysis 

Elevation 
Ell 

Facade 
Facing 
Fanlight 

Fenestration 
Flashing 
French 

Window 
Jamb 
Keystone 
Leader 
Lights 

Lime 

Lintel 
Mansard Roof 

Mortar 

Mullion 

Oriel 
Parapet 

Pediment 

Pointing 

Quoins 
Ridge 
Sash 

Sill 
Spall 

Chemical change (corrosion) produced by passage 
of electricity through an ionic solution. 
The external faces of a building or a drawing thereof. 
Originally, a single story lean-to wing containing a 
kitchen. Here used: projecting wing on the back of 
a house. 
The front face or elevation of a building. 
The finish applied to the outer surface of a building. 
A window, often semi-circular, over a door, with 
radiating glazing bars suggesting a fan. 
The arrangement of windows. 
A thin protection against rain, frequently of metal. 
A long window reaching to the floor and opening in 
two leaves like a pair of doors. 
The straight side of a window or doorway. 
The wedge-shaped piece at the top of an arch. 
A downspout. 
Openings between the mullions of a window. Usu
ally glazed. 
Calcium hydroxide. Made by heating limestone and 
adding water. 
A horizontal beam or stone bridging an opening. 
A roof with a steeper lower part and a flatter upper 
part. 
A cement building material that hardens. It is used 
to bind brick or stone. 
A vertical post dividing a window into two or more 
lights. 
A bay window which does not reach the ground level. 
A low wall placed to protect any spot where there is 
a sudden drop, as at the edge of a roof. 
The triangular space forming the end of a roof in 
classical architecture. 
The outer portion of mortar in the joints of a ma
sonry wall. 
Dressed stones at the corners of walls. 
The line at the top of a sloped roof. 
The movable framework holding the glass in a win
dow or door. 
The lower horizontal part of a door or window frame. 
A chip or flake from a piece of stone — to break up 
into chips or fragments. 



SAMPLE APPLICATION FORMS 

CITY OF BOSTON 

BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

BEACON HILL ARCHITECTURAL COMMISSION 

APPLICATION FOR CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS 

To TUL BEACON HILL ARCRITECTURAI. COUUISSION: 

Application No. 

Received: 

Attest: 

Secretary 

Application is hereby made for the issuance of a Certificate of Appropriateness, under Section 7 of Chapter 016, 
Acta of 1955, as amended, for construction ( ), reconstruction ( ), demolition ( ), alteration { ), painting { ), of 
extenor architectural feature, at the location and as described below and on plans accompanying this application ( ). 
Application for building peimit deposited herewith ( ). 

tent details are as follows: 

Owner: Address:.. 

...in the Historic Beacon Hill District of Boston. 

Owner's Agent: Address:.,. 

Architect or 
Engineer: Address:... 

Contractor: Address:.., 

General description of propofjcd work (including any exterior painting): 

Brief deiicription of the proposed EXTERIOR architectural features (including r̂indows, doors, lights, signs, and other 
features): 

If rccunstruuliuri ov iillumUun is involved, give following inrorniuLion, if known: 

Building erected: Original urcliilect or'buiUIci; 
Yott 

Basic architectural style: Federal ( ) Greek Revival ( ) Victorian ( ) Late Geoi^ian Reproduction ( ) 

( ) 

Signalui'C of appUcaut 

Telephone Address 

SCALE DRAWINGS OF ANY NEW CONSTRUCTION, HECONSTRUCTION, 
OR ALTERATIONS MUST BE SUPPLIED BY THE APPLICANT. 

PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE PORTION OF THE BUILDING TO BE ALTERED FEE PAID; 
OR RECONSTRUCTED WILL MATERIALLY AID THE COMMISSION IN 
ARRIVING AT A DECISION. 

The following forms are among those which may be required 
by the Building Department, the Zoning Division, and/or the Archi
tectural Commission where change of occupancy, demolition, new 
construction, or alterations are contemplated. 

The forms are available from the Boston Building Department, 
8th Floor, Boston City Hall. 

CITY OF BOSTON-BUILDING DEPARTMENT 

SPECIAL FORM APPLICATION No lor Permit for 
Demolition. Ordinaiy Repairs & Minor Alterations Not Involvine Vital Struo 
tural Clianges 

This form NOT TO BE USED for ADDITIONS or CHANGE OF OCCUPANCY 

The imdereigQed hereby applies to the Building Commissioner for a pemut to 
perform the work described herein: 

DATE 

Street and No - Ward 

Name of Owner Address 

Zfflie Fire Limit 

Type of Construction Group Occupancy and Division 

Size of building, feet front ; feet rear ; feet deep ; No. of stories 

How is building NOW occupied? 

Check all means of egress from this building: 

Main stairs Back stairs Kre escapes Con. balconies Any other. 

Is this work being done to remove Building Code violations? Yes No 

WORK TO REMOVE VIOLATIONS MUST BE COMMENCED AND COMPLETED 
FORTHWITH 

Detail of proposed work —STATE EXACTLY WHAT WORK IS TO BE DONE: 

Estimated Cost, t 

The facts set forth in this application, and in the accompanying plans, if any, are true state-
Address 

Phone 

ments, made under penalty of perjury. 

(SigTialure of Owner or Authorized Agent) 

{Signature of Licensed Builder or Wrecker) 

(Address) 

Lie. No Class. 

My license expires 

{Name of Contractor) 

{Address)... 

Approved (date).. 

By 

Permit granted... 

By 



APPLICANT MUST USE TYPEWRITER IN H L L I N G IN 

THIS APPLICATION 

CITY OF BOSTON 

Certified Street NDmbwt 

Street Numbering Inipector. 

Description 

_. Present 

tuilding 

Description 
of 

I ropoAcd 
extension 

Application to the Building Commiss ioner for Permi t for Alterat ions , Repairs or Change of OccupoDcy 

Location Dial 
Name of owner ia? 
Name of architect or engineer is? 
Material of building is? Style of roof? 
Size of building, feet frontP . ; feet rcari* 
No. of feet in lieight from sidewalk to highest point of roof? 
Thickness of external walls? 

L, Ward . 
Address. 

Lie. No. 
Construction of roof? 

; feet deepi* ; No. of storieaP 
Material of foundationi* 

Party walls? 

LEGAL OCCUPANCY OB USE {Applicant is not to fill in this box) 

Front stairs? Back stairs? Firo escape? Con. balconies? Any other? 
Is building equipped with automatic sprinkler system? 
Type of construction? , Group ocrupancy? 
Building to be occupied for 

aftpr itlti 

IF EXTENDED ON ANY SIDE OR VERTICALLY 

Size of extension, No. of feet long? ; No. of feet wide? ; No. of feet high aluvf ttidewalk? 
No. of stories high? ; style of roof? . ; material of nxifing? 
Of what material will the extension be built? ..Foundation? 
How will the extension be occupied? Type of Construction 

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF T H E PROPOSED WORK AND ITS LOC.\TIO.\. 
{ALL STRUCTURAL. M E C H A N I C \ U ELECTRICAL. ETC.. SHALL BE INCLUDED) 

D a U . . 

Estimated coat, I.-... 
19 .... Phone 

The facts I have sel forth above in this application and accompanying plans are a true statement to 
the best of my knowledge and belief. 

Type NanJe.of 
Person Signing 

{Signalan of Owner) 
{Address) 

Type Name of 
Person Signing 

{Signalure of Licenttd Bailder) 

iAddrtn) 
Uc, No. 
My license expires.. 

(Addnaa).. 
{Name of ConlraeUir) 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Beacon Hill Garden Club, Hidden Gardens of Beacon Hill, Boston, 1972 
Boston Historical Conservation Commission, Beacon Hill — the North Slope, 

1963, unpublished report. 
Bullock, Orin M. Jr., The Restoration Manual, Norwalk, 1966 
Bunting, Brainbridge, Homes of Boston's Back Bay; An Architectural History, 

1840-1917, Cambridge, 1967 
Chamberlain, Allen, Beacon Hill; Its Ancient Pastures and Early Mansions, 

Boston, 1925 
Gettens, Rutherford J., and George Strout, Painting Materials: A Short Encyclo

pedia, Dover Reprint, 1966 
Greater Portland Landmarks, Inc., Advisory Service, Some Notes on Living 

With Old Houses, Revised, Portland, 1974 
Hamlin, Talbot, Greek Revival Architecture in America, New York, 1944 (Dover 

reprint, 1964) 
Little, Nina Fletcher, "Finding the Records of an Old House," Old Time New 

England, Vol. XL, No. 2, October 1949, Boston, pp. 145-148 
National Slate Association, Slate Roofs, Third Edition, New York, 1953 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, Finishing Touches, Washington, D . C , 

1963 
New York Historical Association, Selective Reference Guide to Historic Preser

vation, Cooperstown, 1966 
Stephens, George, Remodeling Old Houses; without destroying their character; 

illustrations by the Author, New York, 1972 
Weinhardt, Carl J. Jr., The Domestic Architecture of Beacon Hill, 1800-1850, 

Boston, 1973. Reprinted from The Proceedings of the Bostonian Society An
nual Meeting, 1958 

Whitehill, Walter Muir, Boston; A Topographical History, Cambridge, 1968 

RESOURCES 
The Preservation Society (SPNEA), Harrison Grey Otis House, 141 Cambridge 
Street, Boston 02114 

Now has a professional consulting service. Anyone considering serious reno
vation or restoration should consult their staff and library resources. 

The National Trust for Historic Preservation, 748 Jackson Place, N.W., Wash
ington, D.C. 20006 

They offer services, extensive publications, and programs. 
Beacon Hill Garden Club, c/o Beacon Hill Civic Association, 74 Joy Street, Bos
ton 02114 

Sponsors of the Window Box Contest on Beacon Hill every summer and pro
motes development of gardens and planting of trees on Beacon Hill side
walks. 

Bostonian Society, c/o Old State House, 208 Washington Street, Boston 02109 
Resource for historic resarch, old photographs and artifacts. 

Boston Public Library, Copley Square, Boston 
Reference library and excellent photograph collection of Beacon Hill. 

The Boston Athenaeum, lOVi Beacon Street, Boston 02108 
Reference library and excellent photograph collection of Beacon Hill. 

Suffolk County Registry of Deeds, Suffolk County Courthouse 
Depository for all deeds and filings of real estate transactions. 
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