
The Brandon-based Code and Our Historic Districts 

1. The Overwhelming Importance of Character 

Places like Great Britain, Italy, the Greek Islands and countless others have huge tourist income, often referred 
to as “heritage income”. While Europe has its cathedrals, castles and royal palaces that tourists visit as specific 
destinations, their contribution to heritage income is small compared to the huge profits generated by millions 
of visitors to urban centers large and small. What is it that makes a Greek island town or Italian hilltop 
community such a tourist magnet? Character is the essential quality, usually imparted by a large measure of 
compatibility. Compatibility makes urban centers charming, and that compatibility may be due to a whole series 
of key factors. In the case of Santorini, below, compatible charm is first and foremost a result of whitewash 
against the blue Aegian, but there is also compatibility in the flat roofs, stucco walls, and building clustering  . 

 

So, in spite of a lack of famous landmarks, people come from all over the world to be there. 

 



Gubbio, in Umbria, a hilltown with a 2500 year history since pre-Roman times, has important museums and 
surprising plazas within its medieval pattern, but also a strong sense of unity and character from clay tile roofs, 
worn stucco walls, and buildings of compatible height along well-defined streets. Bath is a World Heritage Site 
where the English Renaissance was born, and its charm lies in a geometric classicism which the mind of Mr. 
Jefferson recreated at the University of Virginia, but it is also a growing city trying to re-interpret and maintain 

                                                                     

the architectural qualities of its past in a continuing future. If tourist meccas have one thing in common, it’s that 
their environments blend seamlessly into a pleasant whole wherein visitors feel happy and at home. A very 
large city like London may be subdivided into a series of coherent neighborhoods of differing but individual 
charm: the white Regency classicism of Belgravia, or the brick intricacy of Kensington. 

    

2. Historic Preservation in America 

I will start by explaining why the Historic Preservation Movement is failing in many American states, but could 
now be rendered obsolete by Form-based zoning codes. Ever since the establishment of the Vieux Carré 
Historic District in New Orleans, which actually preceded any federal laws on historic preservation, individuals 
who appreciate and wish to defend the character of the place they call home have sought ways to codify such 
protections into laws and regulations. One such way is to create a “district” within the town where certain rules 
apply, similar to the rules of conventional zoning, but aimed at maintaining a certain aesthetic harmony rather 
than just protecting citizens from such negative impacts as a pig farm next door.  The district, if warranted can 
even be an entire community or geographical entity…such as an island. While aesthetic beauty may seem a 
more elusive goal than merely avoiding the stench of a pig farm, it really isn’t, as property values can be 
drastically effected in both cases. Imagine being the owner of a fine historic home and having the lot next door 
occupied by the glass showroom of a car dealer, a traditional zoning matter, vs. a steel-and-glass box that looks 
just the same, but is actually a home: not a traditional zoning matter, and hence allowed unless we enact a new 
and more comprehensive kind of zoning legislation.  



While commonplace in Europe, the concept of enacting aesthetic (form-based) rules for new construction 
within designated areas began here both as a way of protecting neighborhood character, and investments within 
new “gated communities”. Protecting investment may refer both to style and quality, as in the exclusion of low-
cost building materials. Someone who purchases an expensive house within a community of carefully-designed 
Georgian houses, with real wood clapboards, real wood shingles on the roof, and carefully manicured grounds, 
will be financially harmed not just by a glass box next door, but by an otherwise similar home whose walls are 
vinyl and roof is asphalt. 

With the passage of the Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and its subsequent amendments, a list was established 
called the National Register of Historic Places. Its original intent was mainly as a federal planning tool, 
allowing government activities (such as the building of interstate highways) to avoid such local offense as might 
have been triggered by locating an access ramp through some beautiful old homestead or historic battlefield. 
Each state was mandated to establish a State Historical Commission to identify such places, and it soon became 
evident that historic places were most often found clustered rather than in isolation. A cluster of historic places 
was termed an “historic district”, and the National Register soon also became a listing of historic towns and 
villages, in which the borders of old settlements became the borders of precise National or State Register 
Districts. Now, our proverbial highway interchange not only could not be put through a given historic site, but 
had to stay away from listed districts and communities. Base surveys have now been completed in all states. 	  

Unexpectedly, Americans quickly perceived a whole new use for historic districts. Rather than look to them 
merely as passive protection from destructive use of public funds, they began to see them as a useful way to 
protect their towns from destructive or character-altering development from all sources. In response, states 
published model legislation which could be used by any community to turn their NR District(s) into Design 
Review Districts, for which local Design Review Boards, similar to Zoning Boards, would be set up to 
determine whether any development proposal threatened property values through the creation of inappropriate 
eyesores. Such a Board would review all proposals and grant a Certificate of Appropriatness (allowing the 
proposal to proceed to a building permit), or a Certificate of Nonapplicability, meaning that there were no 
aesthetic issues at stake. No certificate; no building permit. This kind of legislation has been popular and 
successful elsewhere in the country, but not in Vermont. This is said to reflect a bias on the part of traditional 
Vermonters not to submit to rules and regulations…and follows an earlier distaste for zoning regulations (what 
do you mean, I can’t keep pigs?) but the passage of Act 250 may signal that Vermont has now turned the corner 
and is willing to defend its singular beauty and its heritage. 

But the Historic Preservation Act carried the seeds of its own destruction. The roots of its aesthetic rules were in 
the Congress of Venice (1966) at which the Culture Ministers of all European EUNESCO nations gathered after 
rebuilding everything destroyed in WWII, and promised never to do it again! The US sent "observers" to the 
Congress of Venice; young NPS up-and-comers who, when they reached positions of importance, gave us our 
own Standards, which are based on those adopted in Venice. What our observers did not understand, and I say 
this as someone born and bred in Europe, is that the Ministers of Culture of all the European nations who 
adopted the Venice Charter, assuaged their consciences by saying that future lost landmarks would not be 
rebuilt (all new buildings must be a product of their own time, and additions should look modern). These 
became our Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 9 & 10, and were taken more seriously here than in Europe. 
The US Capitol has had 20-odd major additions without abandoning its Neoclassic style, but can you imagine 
what it would look like with Gothic, Italianate and Queen Anne bits all over the place, punctuated by a few 
glass boxes? As for Europe, when the Venice Opera House, La Fenice, burnt within a few minutes' walk of 
where the fateful congress had been held, it was rebuilt exactly as it had been...and had you pointed at the 
Venice Charter, the good people of Venice would have laughed at you. The present campanile in St. Marks 
Square was rebuilt of reinforced concrete after it totally collapsed into a pile of rubble in 1902, but no one 
reminds you of that, and were Pisa's leaning tower to fall down tomorrow (as well it might) it would be right 



back up before too many tourists noticed. In fact, no historic environment could survive under Standards 9 & 
10. Allowing for just normal fire loss over the years, no coherent Village Green or Historic District would have 
seen the dawn of the 21st century. Williamsburg, New Castle, Woodstock and other “surviving” exemplars of 
America's past exist because of the quiet removal of buildings which were all-too-obviously "products of their 
own time", followed by rebuilding of seemingly-older replacements. Long-term survival of historic 
neighborhoods throughout the world must always be dependent upon reconstruction, unless we opt for dead 
cities like Pompeii. As for Venice, the last "product of its own time" seems to have been Santa Maria della 
Salute, built in 1631 to thank God for deliverance from the plague. Its Baroque excess does seem a little out of 
place in this Gothic and Renaissance city, but Venetians have been more vigilant since! 

3. Vermont and HP Today 

For the last thirty years, the controversy in Historic Preservation has been between Standards 9 & 10, which 
mandate that new structures and additions in historic districts must be "products of their own time", and the rest 
of the Standards, which impose a high degree of compatibility between old and new in materials, color, scale, 
window character, proportions, etc. The original goal of the Department of the Interior was architecture modern 
in detail while respectful of its neighbors, as in this illustration from the relevant Technical Preservation Brief.  

 

Unfortunately, as contemporary architects embraced the concept of “opposition”, or architecture intended to 
visually clash with its environment, they were no longer content to play second fiddle to historic architecture. 
Frank Gehry, oppositionist-par-excellence, may have narrowly failed to inflict his design for the Corcoran 
Gallery on Washington’s classical streetscape, but he is now trying again to deface the Mall with his chain-link 

                       Corcoran Gallery Project 

monument to Eisenhower. Sooner or later, hero-worship will overwhelm common sense. In this, many states are 
still fighting the ego of “Starchitects” successfully, but Vermont is not one of them. A month ago, the 
Burlington Zoning Department successfully defended the right of a small-time art professor with questionable 
design talent to build himself a shiny studio of corrugated metal up in the air (to allow for parking below) in an 
Historic District, and when the city prevailed in Court in spite of the Secretary’s Guidelines being in its Zoning 



Code, it subsequently officially expunged them. So, for Vermont Historic Districts, the flood gates are now 
open, and all federal guidelines have been effectively voided by legal precedent. 

4. A Brandon-based Code 

In my opinion and that of others, Brandon should safeguard its Historic Districts by sticking with compatibility, 
and restricting future “look-at-me” architecture to non-district locations. In Brandon’s case, this should involve 
little regulation. In Nantucket, which wrote perhaps America’s first FBC, there was the “Gray Lady” character 
to preserve, and all new structures are now required to be sided with white cedar and trimmed in white, giving 
the whole island a unified character, like Santorini. Brandon has no such unifying character. In Williamsburg, 

   

which has set its era at 1776, all new structures must be replicas of First Period or Georgian buildings, so 
genuine 18th century houses share the streets with reconstructions, few being told or caring which is which.  

 

Brandon’s historic districts have original buildings from a much broader stylistic period, the entire 19th century 
and first quarter of the 20th, giving the designer of any new building or addition enormous leeway provided he 
is willing to design non-assertive structures. When a good part of downtown burned in 1924, to be replaced 
much later by McKernan, the infil was respectful in spite of its being built as an investment. Evidently, elegance 
and good taste sufficed without screaming at the passerby, and the new row of shops and Café Provence does 
not detract from the character of our downtown. 

The one Center Street exception, the Brandon House of Pizza, which was cut down by a story and 
“modernized”, ruining the streetscape, was dealt with by Irene. Note that the building at the center of the 



        

historic photo above had become the monstrosity shown on the right, washed into the street and demolished.                                                                                                                                                             

So, while our Brandon-based Code could contain detailed rules about future buildings in historic districts, and I 
could write such regulations for your review, I think it would suffice to simply say in the Zoning Code that any 
new building or addition in our Districts must be respectful and compatible with its historic neighbors, and 
would be subject to individual review by the Planning Board. Whether you would then choose to give the 
Historical Commission any advisory capacity in that review is up to you. Frankly, determining whether a new 
building design is respectful or striving to draw attention is not rocket science. The picture below, again from  

 

relevant Technical Preservation Brief, lauds the addition on the left because it’s stepped back from the historic 
building, and just simplified enough to not compete with it, but to subtly indicate its later date. On the other 
hand, it is built of similar materials, and has similar window size and spacing.  

Respectfully, 

     


