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West Central Historic Preservation Committee

June 5, 2024

TO: Fort Wayne Historic Preservation Commission

RE: Input on Retaining Walls
__________________________________________________________________

Creager and Nate:

Please see our input on retaining walls.  The first section is a concise Summary of Recommendations followed by Additional Historic Landscaping Recommendations.  The two sets of recommendations are integrated with an informational review of types of materials and time periods upon which we based our discussion.

We hope these recommendations and information will be of assistance in clarifying and modifying the Historic Preservation Guidelines for retaining walls in the West Central Local Historic District as well as other historic districts. 


Retaining wall summary of recommendations:

Height should be limited to 12 inches unless there are special circumstances requiring additional consideration.  Maintaining a cohesive relationship to neighboring properties should also be considered.

Material should in most cases be of cast concrete.  Other materials could be considered if due to the original use of another material or in maintaining a cohesive relationship to neighboring properties.

Modern retaining wall blocks should be avoided.  Materials new to the property or the neighboring properties should be avoided.

Additional Historic Landscaping Recommendations

Retaining walls 
Front yards defined as the landscaping between the house and the sidewalk at the street side are historically grass with a slope or flat grade with no retaining walls   Some of these slopes are quite steep.  Curbs and low retaining walls can help counter this steepness, but high retaining walls, over 12 inches change an essential open relationship between house and street and should be avoided.

Pavements
The vast majority of Fort Wayne historic district pavements were originally concrete.  Where possible, strive to retain/restore/replicate existing historic pavements especially where they are of brick or stone.  Modern materials, such as concrete pavers or stamped and colored concrete should be avoided.  Materials should be selected for compatibility with existing architecture and time period.

Curbs
Curbs are commonly found at street edges, most often 6-8” high, to separate parking/sidewalks from the roadway.  They define a channel for stormwater runoff from streets.  Early roadway curbs in Fort Wayne, until about 1900, were local cut sandstone slabs, about 6” wide on top and about 24” deep.  Only about 6” of vertical face was exposed, although periodic repaving and settlement have rendered many curbs of this era with very little exposed vertical face.  After about 1900, curbs were typically constructed from cast in place concrete, of similar form and size as the earlier stone curbs.  

Major Vegetation
Trees and shrubs of great age, rarity, or size, when well located and in good condition are character defining assets to historic districts and their preservation is encouraged.
 
Where vegetation obscures, damages, or threatens historic structures or other landscape features, its removal is encouraged.  
 
Poorly placed or invasive, but mature vegetation can still contribute to the overall established quality of an historic area, but its necessary removal as part of a well-designed landscape plan that results in improved function and appearance for the property should be allowed.
 
New vegetation should be selected and placed so that it does not become invasive or obscure or damage historic features. Adequate space should be allotted for long-term growth of major trees and shrubs so they continue to serve their intended landscape functions.  
 
Fort Wayne residential historic areas are traditionally covered in lawns, with shrub and flower beds.  Large growing shade trees lining the streets and creating an overhead leafy canopy is also part of this streetscape tradition. The creation of large mulched beds, minimally covered in plants, is inconsistent with this traditional aesthetic. Random rocks and boulders are a post 1950s landscaping idea related to Japanese garden aesthetics, and not part of historic Fort Wayne landscape traditions.  Planting short, low branched tree species as street trees is also inconsistent with tradition.  Short, low branched flowering trees or large evergreen trees are best incorporated between and to the sides of homes where the primary view of historic structures is left open to the street.





Review of Landscapes in Historic Places

Landscape construction materials are frequently found as functional and aesthetic features of historic landscapes.  They are used to pave surfaces, retain slopes, and define edges of outdoor spaces, and sometimes in subtle, easily overlooked ways.  Their significance as important landscape features should not be overlooked, as they can represent materials and craftsmanship that is easily lost to contemporary methods.

Landscape Construction Materials
Technology, available skills, and fashion have traditionally driven material choices in outdoor masonry work in historic districts.  The following are discussions about those materials commonly found in Fort Wayne historic areas.

Natural Stone
A gold-toned sandstone, available in the region, mostly near Huntington, was the only cut stone readily available for buildings and sitework in the early to late 19th century. Its color worked well with Queen Anne and other late Victorian color schemes based in ochres, browns, greens and reds.   Early roadway curbs were constructed of slabs of this stone, typically 6” on top, 24” deep, and with about 6-8” of exposed vertical face.  Prior to the widespread use of cast in place concrete, this stone was also commonly used for sidewalks, steps, and, rarely, mass retaining walls, where well-fitted large stones were stacked and interlocked to hold back a grade simply by their weight.  Sandstone from Huntington area quarries is no longer readily available, although some Tennessee sandstones in similar golden tones are available locally.  Because of this, it is challenging to repair.  Salvaged stones from demolition of similarly aged buildings may present some opportunity.  Skilled stoneworkers are the other challenge, as this trade has waned. Similar looking units and patches can sometimes be made using colored and textured concrete or mortar materials, again, requiring a skilled craftsman, but these rarely match completely and age differently.  Retain and repair when possible. This local sandstone is most appropriate in local landscapes from the mid 19th century to about 1890.
 
Cut limestone, typically from quarries near Bedford, Indiana, became available in the later 19th century, as rail transport improved across Indiana.  It quickly became the stone of choice for high-end construction, due to its superior durability over sandstone and pale color, compatible with neo-classical architecture.  It is occasionally seen in site construction, but rarely, due to cost, and strong competition from the newly developed cast in place concrete products, having similar grey color.  It is still readily available for repairs and replacement units.  It is appropriately used in landscapes dating from about 1890 to the present.

Split limestone, sometimes called flagstone, from quarries in southern Wisconsin, exhibiting yellowish/ivory  to grey tones shows up mostly as irregular slabs in residential walks, patios, and low, dry-laid retaining walls starting in the 1910s, being very compatible with the more informal Craftsman and European cottage revival styles.  Being small, thin units, it lent itself to do it yourself projects and is common to landscape projects starting at this time, through to the present.  It is still readily available and, as it is typically rough pieces, requires less refined craftsmanship to look good. It can be found as a later feature on earlier properties.  It is found mostly in post-1940 landscapes.

Bluestone, a type of sandstone from Pennsylvania, and slate, mostly from New England, also sometime show up in the 1920s as paving slabs, both as random ashlar patterns, and as broken, irregular slabs.  Its use is generally found only in pavements.  It can be found on earlier properties, as a later addition.  As quality materials, these are worth preserving when possible.  It is most commonly found in post 1920 landscapes.

Fieldstone, ranging from large glacial boulders to smaller cobbles are rare in historic landscapes, but can be found in Arts and Crafts architecture and sometimes its allied site work.  In Fort Wayne, glacial boulders were very difficult to move prior to the mid 20th century, as mechanized lifting equipment was unavailable.  Aside from 1910-1930 arts and crafts properties, these materials are used to evoke rustic conditions, mostly popular after 1960.  

Gravel (washed, rounded stone) and crushed stone (angular pieces) have long standing use in historic landscapes, used as inexpensive surfacings for walks, streets and drives.  Gravel is the earliest material, due to large local glacial and river bed deposits, easily accessible with simple technology.  Crushed stone, mostly from local limestone deposits, required more quarrying and advanced stone crushers, but was readily available by the mid 19th century.  Decorative crushed stones, such as marble, slate, and red and black volcanic stone required distant quarrying and long distance shipping.  They began to show up in the 1950s, with great popularity in the 1960s and 1970s.  Degenerated granite, a great walk and drive surfacing, is imported from hundreds of miles away, is nearly unknown in the area, and is even today rare to find.  These decorative stones are not a part of pre-1960s landscapes, especially used as mulches.

Clay Brick
Clay brick, especially laid dry, in a sand bed, is the earliest paving surface in our region, contemporary with the establishment of brick kilns in the early 19th century, using the abundant local natural clay and timber for kiln firing.  Early brick is hand molded, with somewhat irregular edges, and is medium to dark red.  Being small units, it did not lend itself to dry-laid retaining walls or curbs.  Poor lime mortar technology also made mortared brick a poor choice for retaining walls. It was almost exclusively used as a sidewalk pavement or wall material.

Larger, clay street brick pavers show up in the late 19th century when bicycles and automobiles demanded higher quality surfaces than the gravel or mud streets had previously provided,  These larger units were never used in sidewalks or other residential pavements, as they were too expensive for such light-use purposes.  They do show up in streets, alleys, and driveways of the well-off.

With the introduction of Portland cement mortars after about 1900, brick could be applied over other structures as an aesthetic veneer, allow its use over structural concrete walls or paving slabs.  Brick veneer then shows up on steps/stoops and entry walks, especially with Colonial Revival architecture.  

Concrete
Cast in place concrete, formed, and poured as a liquid until hard via chemical reaction, was not commonly found in local site work until around 1900, when it quickly overtook natural stone because of its ease in procurement, and lessened skills required to form and finish it.  Steel reinforcement technology also became common, allowing casting of complex forms and great structural strength in large scale construction of buildings and bridges.  In early work, attempting to emulate natural stone textures, its surface could be washed clean of cement paste, allowing the aggregate in the mix to be exposed.  Over time, the cement past naturally weathers off, creating a similar appearance.  As it supplanted the more expensive natural stone work, it still emulated the forms of stone sitework, even to the point of tooling and coloring to emulate random stone slab pavements.  More commonly, though, pavements had tooled crack control joints, creating slabs of roughly equal proportions per side and through the installation.  Concrete, with steel reinforcement, allowed taller retaining walls using less material than with natural stone, as the reinforced wall, tied to a wide footing, created a new, cantilevered type of retaining wall.  Most early concrete takes its color from the local sand, gravel (often washed river stone, later crushed limestone) and Portland cement.  Although concrete can be colored with pigments, these fade with time.  Retarders applied when finishing new concrete can allow for the internal aggregate to be exposed, but this is a relatively recent development from the 1950s. Concrete is marginally repairable and is generally reconstructed when sufficiently deteriorated.  New work is nearly impossible to match in color and texture to earlier work, due to weathering.

Pre-cast concrete building construction units have been around since the early 1900s, when units emulating rock faced stone units became popular as a low cost foundation system.  Pre-cast concrete unit technologies for sitework do not generally show up until the 1950s, in the form of wet-cast concrete paving stones, emulating cut slate or bluestone, still available.  Better quality, more frost resistant dry-cast blocks appear in the 1970s and continue today.  Interlocking paver and wall systems are products of late 20th century mass manufacturing and distribution.  They continue to emulate stone and brick units at lower cost.  

Wood timbers, outside of railroad use, were not found in Fort Wayne landscapes until around 1960, when used railroad ties, nearing the end of their life in rail beds, became popular for retaining walls.  With environmental problems connected to the creosote used in rail ties, they have fallen from popularity, in favor of pressure treated pine or cedar timbers.  None of these are traditionally a part of pre-1960s landscape design.

Historic Landscape Features

Topography
Landforms are not commonly considered “constructed”, but are in fact often purposefully designed elements of the historic landscape.  Most early grading was to facilitate creation of flat, or minimally pitched surfaces to serve as useful pavements, service yards, and lawns.  Although more modest properties had short setbacks from public way to house, the well-off had substantial distance from street to house, and this was often graded to a nearly flat terrace, giving the house a visually substantial base to rise from.  It also accommodated a lawn, which had heretofore been a province of the wealthy.  Where there was a need for a further grade drop to the street, a short slope adjacent to the public sidewalk filled the need.  These lawn terraces are important landscape features and should be retained, or minimally modified by cutting back the perimeter slope to reduce its steepness to allow mowing.  Curbs and low retaining walls can help take up this steepness too, but high retaining walls, over 12”, change an essential open relationship between house and street and should be avoided.

In a similar vein, in post 1900 neighborhoods, the City Beautiful concept of spacious front yards blending into a single open streetscape took hold in Fort Wayne, resulting in traditions (and later zoning restrictions) to avoid fencing or hedging around the street fronts of houses and interrupting the idea of continuous front lawns, studded with trees, where space was available.  Where grade transitions are needed between front lawns, low shrubs or ground covers, rather than walls, will be more appropriate, where needed to manage steep slopes.

Curbs
Curbs are commonly found at street edges, most often 6-8” high, to separate parkstrips/sidewalks from the roadway.  They define a channel for stormwater runoff from streets.  Early roadway curbs in Fort Wayne, until about 1900, were local cut sandstone slabs, about 6” wide on top and about 24” deep.  Only about 6” of vertical face was exposed, although periodic repavings and settlement have rendered many curbs of this era with very little exposed vertical face.  After about 1900, curbs were typically constructed from cast in place concrete, of similar form and size as the earlier stone curbs.  

At residences, a low curb or wall could address grade differences between sidewalk and front lawn, or possibly to edge a prosperous home’s driveway.  They should not be encouraged where they do not already exist.

Retaining Walls
As noted earlier, retaining walls (walls over 12” height) are rare on street frontages, as the openness of the streetscape was valued.  Where they do exist, they often related to masonry found on the main building.  Historic wall materials should be retained/repaired/replicated when possible, and installation of new retaining walls, where they are warranted, should be treated like any other new addition in an historic district, striving for compatibility, yet distinction with the context.

Pavements
The vast majority of Fort Wayne historic district pavements were originally concrete.  Where possible, strive to retain/restore/replicate existing historic pavements as character features of the landscape, especially where they are of quality materials such as brick or stone.  Modern materials, such as concrete pavers or stamped and colored concrete should avoid appearing as poor reproductions of authentic brick/stone/concrete materials.  Where these are new pavements, they may be detailed in clearly modern ways, so long as they appear compatible with or secondary to historic components. Materials should be selected for compatibility with existing architecture and time period.

Major Vegetation
Trees and shrubs of great age, rarity, or size, when well located and in good condition are character defining assets to historic districts and their preservation is encouraged.

Where vegetation obscures, damages, or threatens historic structures or other landscape features, its removal is encouraged.  

Poorly placed or invasive, but mature vegetation can still contribute to the overall established quality of an historic area, but its necessary removal as part of a well-designed landscape plan that results in improved function and appearance for the property  should be allowed.

New vegetation should be selected and placed so that it does not become invasive or obscure or damage historic features. Adequate space should be allotted for long-term growth of major trees and shrubs so they continue to serve their intended landscape functions.  

Secondary Vegetation
Fort Wayne residential historic areas are traditionally covered in lawns, with shrub and flower beds.  Large growing shade trees lining the streets and creating an overhead leafy canopy is also part of this streetscape tradition. The creation of large mulched beds, minimally covered in plants, is inconsistent with this traditional aesthetic. Random rocks and boulders are a post 1950s landscaping idea related to Japanese garden aesthetics, and not part of historic Fort Wayne landscape traditions.  Planting short, low branched tree species as street trees is also inconsistent with tradition.  Short, low branched flowering trees or large evergreen trees are best incorporated between and to the sides of homes where the primary view of historic structures is left open to the street.

Shrubs and herbaceous plants at the base of houses is a late 19th century concept, intended to showcase plant collections and to hide tall foundation walls, where the architecture was sometimes left unfinished.  With the elimination of tall foundation walls post 1940s, the need to swath a home in foliage was reduced.  Period photos often show poor species selections that ended up outgrowing their context.  Late 19th century photos rarely show any foundation shrubs, with horticultural displays of annual flower beds and tropical plants reserved for the wealthiest residents.  As the nursery industry developed in the 1920s, evergreen shrubs became popular as foundations shrubs, only to overgrow or require tight shearing into unnatural blobs to avoid their consuming the house.  The average person might have had a few shrubs and perennials in their front garden, many times consisting of plants that they could obtain as “starts” from friends and neighbors, such as lilac, hydrangea, spirea, daylily, iris, and sedum.

Landscape tastes and demand have resulted in much more ornamental planting than in the past.  When added to historic contexts, drawing from historic plant palettes and emulating landscape character of the time period, and keeping the overall compositions secondary in importance to existing historic features will be more contextually sensitive.

Introducing plants and landscape compositions that grab attention with overly strong or contrasting forms and colors will fight and diminish the historic features, and should be avoided.
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