Testimony of the Capitol Hill Restoration Society 

before the DC Historic Preservation Review Board on January 24, 2019
628 A Street, SE (HPA 19-079)


My name is Beth Purcell and I am testifying on their behalf of the Capitol Hill Restoration Society's Historic Preservation Committee.  We reviewed the plans for the project dated November 12, 2018. 


This two-story brick dwelling was built before 1887.  The applicant plans to keep the street façade unchanged and build a two-story rear and side addition, and one-story rooftop addition with roof deck. Applicant will also be removing an interior-end chimney and adding new French door openings with Juliet balconies in the existing second-floor rear elevation. The side addition will enclose the dogleg and fill in a portion of the five-foot wide side yard between 628 and 630. 


The first-floor addition is essentially a brick passageway as it will be open to the elements and will feature a brick-arched opening with an iron gate in the front and a wider brick-arched opening in the rear. The second-floor addition will be made up of azek panels and two-over-two sash aluminum clad double-hung windows.

 A 2017 case at 108-110 8th St NE (HPA 16-694) required the applicant to reduce the size of the side-yard infill and set it back from the façade to the gable roofline to retain the illusion of the side yard/horse walk, however the space in front of the infill became dead space and there was no longer a circulation route between the front and rear yards. At 628 A Street, SE,  is commendable that the proposed side addition is set back roughly 20’ from the façade and that this new first-floor passageway will continue to function as a means of circulation from the front yard to the rear yard. Open side-yard spaces in Capitol Hill are threatened and becoming scarcer due to current zoning regulations and trends to maximize the square footage of small rowhouses. Thus, this is a subject which needs careful consideration. Nancy Metzger has written on open spaces in Capitol Hill in her paper “Streetscape Spaces.” She writes about how the variety of volume and space add to the richness of the Historic District and how the spaces around buildings contribute to the way we experience urban places. Concerning side additions filling in historically open space, “The open space was quite often the result of a deliberate choice by the owner of the building regarding placement on the site and the uses to be accomplished…They are instead a reflection of the times in which the building was constructed.” 


The footprint of 628 A St SE is visible on the 1887 Hopkins Map of Washington, Plate 32.  Currently, between the alley and 7th Street, there are four intact side yards which run the length of the house. All side yards date to before 1887, as seen in the Hopkins map we attached to our letter.  This series of voids creates a rhythm which is a significant part of the character of this block and provides views of trees and light from the sidewalks to the back yards.  Closing off the open side yard with the proposed addition removes the sense of space around the building. 

In addition, the historicist aesthetic gives the impression that the addition was historically closed off. If closing off the historic character defining element of this side yard space with the side addition is approved, CHRS would suggest a more transparent addition to retain the open volume and sightline from sidewalk to rear yard as well as a more modern style to make clear what is new and what was existing. The roof-top frame addition will be clad in Hardie Plank and standing-seam metal at the mansard roof. French doors facing A St SE will open onto a roof deck over the front of the house. There is a wood mock up of the third-floor roof-top addition, while the mock-up is not visible from directly across the street, it is visible from across from the side yard. We would like to hear neighbors’ views on this project. 

The proposal for 628 A Street, SE to keep the first story of the addition open to see into the rear yard is an improvement over the side yard approved in 108-110 8th Street, NE (HPA 16-194), a case involving an illegally built but pre-existing wall. 

We believe the side yard addition is not yet compatible with the Capitol Hill Historic District. 

Thank you for considering our comments.
� “Streetscape Spaces” by Nancy Metzger, who served on both the HPRB and CHRS Preservation Committee. The paper can be found on the CHRS website or the http://chrs.org/streetscape-spaces/#more-7118.
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