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Dear Reader:

Back in 1985 the Church of the Covenant was faced with the
prospect of being included within a proposed local historic
district in New York City. Located on East 42nd Street, near
the United Nations, this Presbyterian congregation initially
went on record in opposition to the inclusion of its church
complex within the boundaries of the proposed Tudor City
Historic District. Eventually the congregation changed its
mind. In this issue’s Preservation Profile, “Landmarking
Comes to Covenant,” Elder Ron Wilkoc explains why the
congregation had a change of heart.

Building on work in previous issues of Common Bond, the
technical feature in this issue continues a focus on property
archives, record keeping and documentation.
“Documentation Projects Part I: Photography,” the first in a
two-part series, offers detailed guidance and
recommendations regarding in-house photographic
documentation projects. Part II, to be included in a future
issue, will discuss the production of measured drawings.

Humid, damp basements and crawl spaces provide ideal
environments for insect infestation and the propagation of
fungi and vegetative growth that could lead to potentially
serious structural problems, especially in buildings with
wooden framing. The Ask the Technical Preservation
Services Center column discusses the important and practical
role that adequate ventilation plays in dealing with this

problem.
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The Rev. Thomas F. Pike
Chair, Advisory Committec
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Common Bond

Ask the Technical Preservation
Services Center

Question:
We recently discovered that the wooden joists supporting
the floor of our church have rotted, creating an expensive
floor replacement project. Many have suggested that this
problem is a result of the extremely humid conditions in the
crawl space. How could we have avoided this problem?

James E. Hughes
St. Thomas Episcopal Church
Hamilton, New York

Answer:

Any number of remedies could have helped prevent your
problem. Probably the most important solution would have
been to make sure that the crawl space had been adequately
ventilated. Basements and crawl spaces are highly
susceptible to damp and humid conditions, particularly if
the space has a dirt or gravel floor. (Soil is naturally wet
because it retains rain water and moisture from the air.)
These areas tend to be warmer than the surrounding air and
soil, and therefore provide an ideal environment for
moisture condensation. Without adequate ventilation,
ground moisture cannot evaporate. Instead, it condenses on
the warm interior walls or floor of the basement arca, where
it can promote deterioration of the foundations and floor
joists. Vents in a basement or crawl space promote air
circulation that prevents the build-up of moisture by
allowing the areca to dry out.

Conducting an inspection should reveal whether a
crawl space is too humid and in need of venting. The most
obvious indication of humid conditions will be the feel and
smell of the space. If it smells musty or moldy, and feels wet
or clammy, the environment is too humid. The presence of
rotted wood, mold, fungus or other vegetative growth or
insect infestation are all indicative of humid conditions.
Other signs include: moisture condensation on the interior
walls, deteriorated mortar joints in the foundation, salt
deposits from the mortar on the interior walls, and coating

materials, such as stucco, showing wet spots or
deterioration.

If your basement or crawl space has a dirt floor, there
should be one vent, at least one foot square, for every 150
square fect of ground area. Vents should be mounted
opposite each other to provide cross ventilation. The
necessary number of vents can be reduced by installing a
polyethylene vapor barrier over the dirt floor. With the
vapor barrier, onc vent is needed for every 1500 square feet
of the total floor arca. Regardless of size, all buildings
should have a minimum of two vents to promote cross
ventilation. In many older houses of worship, basement or
crawl space vents were installed at the time of construction.
They usually consisted of grills sct in the walls, which
occasionally contained operable louvers or shutters so that
the flow of air could be regulated. Older vents were often
ornamental screens designed to complement the
architectural style of the building (Figure 1).

Frequently, the original vents are blocked or sealed
through misguided attempts to save energy or because the
ground level around the building has been altered.
Opcrable louvers also tend to stick shut when they are not
properly or regularly maintained. If the original vent
openings can be located, and if the original grills and
louvers are still extant, they should be repaired and
returned to operation. If the original vents are no longer
extant, or if they are deteriorated beyond repair, standard
galvanized metal mesh vents can be installed. Place them in
locations where they will not attract attention. The openings
in each vent should be no larger than a 1/4” square in order
to prevent intrusion by rats and other pests (Figure 1). If
you have an interesting older vent that you wish to reuse,
but the openings in the vent are too large, attach a screen to
the inside of the vent.

One disadvantage of ventilating a basement or crawl
space is that the floor of the space above may get cold,
especially in winter. If cold floors are a problem, install
standard insulation between the floor joists. The silver side

Figure 1: Approximately twenty years ago this ornamental cast iron grill was sealed off,
and the consequent lack of ventilation contributed to numerous moisture-related
problems in this building. In addition, a large rat’s nest was built in the sealed vent
opening, When re-opened, this vent will require a screen to keep out vermin.




of the insulation, called the vapor barrier, should face up to
prevent moisture inside the building from causing
deterioration to the floor joists. However, if the basement or
crawl space has a dirt or gravel floor and you install
insulation, you must cover the floor with a moisture-proof
barrier to prevent rising moisture from ruining the
cffectiveness of the insulation.

It is important to determine whether the floor of your
building is too close to the ground. Modern building codes
require that there be at Ieast six inches of clearance between
the ground and any wood sill or siding that rests on a
masonry foundation. There should be a clearance of at least
18 inches between the dirt in the crawl space and the
underside of the floor joists, and at Icast 12 inches of
clearance beneath any other wooden member supporting the
floor joists. If your floor is supported by posts, the posts
should rest on masonry or concrete picrs that rise at least six
inches above the ground. Consult an engineer if your
building docs not mect these specifications, and explore
options for correcting the problem. (Do NOT dig out the
basement without the guidance of an engineer. This could
compromise the structural integrity of your building.)

Poor site drainage often contributes to the
deterioration of the wooden structural members of a
building, so examine the landscape around your building to
see whether any existing conditions encourage walter to enter
the building. Water should always drain away from the
foundation. The soil around the building should be porous or
gravelly in order to encourage the absorption of rain water.
Any storm drains should be kept open and free of debris. If
your building is in a densely built-up area, check that the soil
and drainage conditions on adjacent propertics are not
adverscly affecting your building. (Also be aware of the
effect your site drainage has on neighboring buildings.)

Adequate ventilation of a crawl space will not, in and of
itself, prevent moisture damage to the wooden structural
members of a building. However, it will go a long way
towards preventing extensive rot and moisture deterioration.

- The answer 1o this question was prepared by Christopher
Jenks, Associate Editor of Common Bond, with
assistance from Mark Weber, Manager of the Technical
Preservation Services Center.

Conferences and Exhibitions

The exhibition “Landmarks of Hope: Preserving Sacred
Sites in the Empire State,” cxamines the work of the New
York Landmarks Conservancy’s Sacred Sites and Propertics
Fund, a matching-grant program for the preservation of
architecturally significant religious properties, by highlighting
34 historic religious properties from throughout the state that
have received grants from the Fund. The exhibit consists of a
series of backlit, oversize color transparencies illustrating the
architectural distinction and diversity of historic religious
properties around New York State. Supplementing them are
black-and-white photographs that reflect the range of

activitics and social services housed within religious
structures. “Landmarks of Hope” is currently on display in
the village library in Katonah, New York where, with the co-
sponsorship of the Katonah Historical Muscum, it will be on
view through mid-January, 1991. It will continue to travel to
locations around New York State in 1991. If you are
interested in sponsoring the exhibit in your area, contact
Pcter Pockriss at the New York Landmarks Conservancy, 141
Fifth Avenue, New York, New York 10010, (212) 995-5260.

“Katonah’s Historic Churches” is an exhibition that features
photographs, documents and religious artifacts from the
churches that line Katonah’s Bedford Boulevard. The exhibit
is on display at the Katonah Historical Museum in the
Katonah Village Library on Tuesdays and Saturdays from
November 17, 1990 through February 26, 1991 from 2 to 5
p.m. For further information call: (914) 232-4320.

Sacred Trusts IV, the fourth annual national conference on
the care and preservation of religious properties, will be held
June 19-22, 1991 in Chicago. For further information,
contact: Inspired Partnerships, 53 West Jackson Boulevard,
Suite 852, Chicago, IL 60 604, (312) 294-0077. |}

Technical Services for Religious
Property Owners

The Sacred Sites and Properties Fund provides matching
grants of up to $15,000 to religious institutions in New York
State for restoration projects to religious buildings that are
local landmarks or listed on the National Register of Historic
Places. Grants are available to help fund planning and
restoration work. Priority is given (o essential repairs and
restoration. Deadlines for grant requests are January 15, May
1 and September 1. Funds for emergency work are available
on an ongoing basis. For more information, please contact:
Edward Mohylowski or Christopher Jenks, New York
Landmarks Conservancy, 141 Fifth Avenue, New York, New
York 10010, (212) 995-5260.
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