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Introduction  

òWe shape our buildings; thereafter, our buildings shape us.ó                                     
--Winston Churchill-- 

he purpose of Decaturõs historic district program is to encourage the 
preservation, conservation, restoration, and rehabilitation of historically and 
architecturally significant areas of the city and individual buildings.  Historic 
district designation enhances property values and helps to safeguard the 

heritage of the community for the education, pleasure, and enrichment of all citizens.  
Historic district designation does not affect the underlying zoning use of a property as 
established by the City of Decaturõs Zoning Ordinance. 

Decaturõs approach is based on the premise that the historic 
district neighborhoods can and should be growing, vital, and 
vibrant places to live, work, and congregate.  This philosophy 
is crucial to the future of Decaturõs historic districts and is 
outlined in this section.  This philosophy is the underlying 
principle on which is relied for the interpretation and 
application of these guidelines. 

In its review of proposed changes, the Commission must take into consideration the 
potential impact of changes on the character of the surrounding neighborhood, and be 
sensitive to the concerns of nearby property owners.  The Historical and Architectural 
Sites Commission is responsible for ensuring that changes in the local historic districts 
reflect the intent of the Design Guidelines as well as the original use of a property.  
Decaturõs historic districts, while predominately residential, echo the original 
neighborhood composition associated with our earliest communities.  The historic 
districts can include residential, commercial, and institutional uses.  This variety is what 
helps make the historic districtsõ unique areas of the city and contributes to their 
òspiritó and neighborhood character.  This sense of spirit includes the ability to walk to 
work, school, and the corner store.  This spirit also provides for tree canopied streets 
and large front porches for visiting with neighbors.  This essence is what helps bring 
the 21st century in touch with a bygone era.  Each of the buildings in Decaturõs historic 
districts has a story to tell about the history of the neighborhood and should be 
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recognized and valued in their own right.  As part of a neighborhood, each building 
has come to play a significant role in the continuing development of the òspiritó of the 
districts. 

These guidelines have been written to maintain the historic integrity of the original 
architecture of the buildings in the historic districts while allowing for flexibility in 
accommodating the growing needs of families, tenants, churches, schools, and 
businesses. The Design Guidelines recognize the practical issues involved in adapting 
historic buildings to modern lifestyles and strive to achieve a balance between the form 
of the structures and their modern functions.  The guidelines allow for change to be 
accomplished in a sensitive manner that maintains the special character of the historic 
district while meeting the practical needs of the residents and property owners.  The 
Commission may balance the cost of a project against the degree of impact the change 
(that would be engendered by such project if completed) will have on the district as 
long as the project meets the intent of the guidelines.  In carrying out its charge, the 
Commission must be careful to ensure that the rights of property owners are 
recognized and respected, and full use of private property is guaranteed within the 
bounds of the guidelines. 

Decaturõs historic districts are generally comprised of three types of buildings: 
Residential (Single family homes, apartment buildings, condominiums, and duplexes); 
Non Residential (Institutional:  Churches, Academic Facilities, Commercial, and 
Industrial); and Non-Contributing (those buildings categorized as not contributing 
architecturally in relation to the history and architecture of the district). 

While each of these building types is different, they each exist within a locally 
designated historic district and share the goal of maintaining and preserving the 
character and spirit of the historic neighborhood.  By this notion, the portion of the 
design guidelines pertaining to Neighborhood Setting applies to all properties in Decaturõs 
Historic Districts.  A consistent approach to Neighborhood Setting provides for the 
appropriate measures to preserve neighborhood features such as large mature trees, 
tree lined streets, retaining walls, fencing, and infrastructure features such as brick 
streets and decorative street lighting.  In striving to preserve the streetscape, tree 
canopy, brick streets etc. of a neighborhood, the objective of preserving the historic 
character of the district and the spirit of the neighborhood is achieved. 

In order to achieve and maintain the aforementioned Neighborhood Setting, a Certificate 
of Appropriateness (COA) is required prior to a Building Permit issuance and is 
required before beginning exterior work in the historic districts.  This certificate is 
issued by the Commission and indicates its approval of plans for alteration or 
construction of property within a Local Historic District and alterations of designated 
Landmarks.  An application form may be obtained by calling the Economic and Urban 
Development Department. When you apply for a COA, you should attach all required 
documentation as listed in the appropriate section of this manual.  Typical 
requirements may include a list of the materials that will be used (ex. brick, wood etc.), 
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a site plan of the property that shows any changes (ex. a new fence, deck etc.), and 
photographs or brochures on the replacement product.  After the application has 
undergone the Approval Process (See next section) and a COA has been granted, you will 
receive a copy of your application marked approved via mail.  

Staff Approval  for  Minor Work  In some cases, City staff may issue Certificates of 
Appropriateness for items considered òminor works.ó  Minor works are usually 
exterior repairs where there is little or no change in appearance, such as installing a rear 
yard fence or repairing a rotted porch floor. 

Commission Approval   Projects that involve major 
alterations to the original historic fabric of a building or 
property must be reviewed at the Historical and 
Architectural Sites Commission monthly meeting.  The 
Commission meets the third Wednesday of each month.  
The deadline for submittal of applications is one week prior 
to the meeting date in order to be included on the agenda 
for that month. 

The Commission consists of eleven (11) volunteers with professional 
or personal experience in Historic Preservation related fields.  Such fields 
might include; architecture, history, local government, engineering, anthropology, real 
estate, finance, law, and related disciplines.  They rely on the historic district design 
guidelines (listed in each chapter) as well as their preservation knowledge in reviewing 
and making decisions on COA applications.  It is their responsibility to review every 
case on an individual basis and rely on the facts related to each application when 
applying the guidelines. 

Appeals   All appeals on decisions of the Historical and Architectural Sites Commission 
on applications for Certificates of Appropriateness are made to the Decatur City 
Council.  Appeals must be filed with the City Clerk and the deadline for an appeal is 
twenty (20) days after the decision of the Historical and Architectural Sites 
Commission.  Failure to file such notice of appeal within the time limits shall divest the 
City Council of jurisdiction to consider such appeal and the decision of the 
Commission shall be final.  Additionally, no application for a COA may be considered 
by the Commission for one (1) year after an application for substantially the same 
alteration was denied by the Commission, or if appealed, for one (1) year after the same 
was denied by the Council.   

Penalties   Violations of historic district regulations, such as undertaking exterior work 
without a Certificate of Appropriateness, are subject to a civil penalty (fine).  The fine 
shall be not less than Fifty Dollars ($50.00) nor more than Five Hundred Dollars 
($500.00) per day.  A separate and distinct offense shall be regarded as committed each 
day upon which said violation continues. 

Approval Process   
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This document exists not only to help the Historical and Architectural Sites 
Commission in making appropriate determinations but it also serves as a customer 
friendly tool to the historic district resident.  It is generally organized into two 
Sectionsñone which deals with the Neighborhood Setting, comprised of landscaping, 
streets, and other outside features.  The second, Changes to Buildings, is comprised of 
work that is proposed to the exterior of buildings within the districts.  Under each 
Chapter, you will find five Sections: An Introduction, a listing of No COA Required, 
Common Projects that Require a COA, the Design Guidelines for that specific area, and 
Application Requirements.  

Introduction   The introduction explains the significance of the chapterõs subject and 
why it is necessary to protect and maintain these features as part of the historical 
significance of a structure.  It also includes general recommendations to take into 
consideration when planning a project.  These òtipsó may point out historical 
appropriateness or advise you on the best way to prevent future damage.  For instance, 
even though high pressure washing or sandblasting is a quick way to prep your house 
for painting, did you know that it can put small pits in wood siding that can trap 
moisture and eventually rot out the wood?  Or, although a new tree may look great in 
your selected location, keep in mind that as it matures it may interfere with utility lines 
and be subject to trimming by the power utility. 

No COA Required   There are many common projects throughout the districts that do 
not require a Certificate of Appropriateness.  If you have a question about whether 
your project requires a COA, it is always best to contact City staff prior to moving 
forward with the project.  

Common Project that Require a COA  Each section lists some of the most common 
projects that require a Certificate of Appropriateness.  City staff can assist you through 
the application process.  Projects may be approved by Staff, while others may have to 
be approved by the Commission.  If your particular project requires Historical and 
Architectural Sites Commission approval, City staff will contact you and advise you of 
the meeting date and time and if any other information is needed. 

Design Guidelines  Guidelines are referenced by the Historical and Architectural Sites 
Commission when making decisions on applications.  They are also used by staff in 
determining whether a project can be approved at staff level or should go in front of 
the Commission for review.  The Design Guidelines are based on the Secretary of the 
Interiorõs Standards for Rehabilitation and are written to ensure that alterations to 
buildings and the neighborhood setting will be handled in a manner that preserves 
significant architectural features and maintains the special character and spirit of the 
historic districts. 

Application Requirements  The Historical and Architectural Sites Commission 
requires a list of common documentation necessary for review of a proposed project.  

How to use the 
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After consulting with staff, it may be determined that additional documentation may be 
needed for proper review by staff or the Commission. 

The conservation and preservation of historic resources--which varies from structures 
such as buildings or bridges to historic sites such as a battlefield--is a high priority of 
the Department of the Interior.  The Department of the Interior was established in 
1849 and holds the primary responsibility for the conservation of the nationõs cultural 
resources.  As part of the Departmentõs role in preservation, the Secretary of the 
Interior has outlined ten (10) objectives for the treatment of historic sites and 
properties, formally titled:  The Secretary of the Interiorõs Guidelines for the 
Rehabilitation of Historic Structures.  These standards have been adopted at both the 
national and local levels as the foundation by which we preserve and rehabilitate our 
historic resources.  In Decatur, the Secretaryõs Standards are the basis and underlying 
principles of our local Historic District Design Guidelines. 

The Secretaryõs Standards are also the measure by which state and federal tax credits 
for the rehabilitation of historic properties must meet.  Alterations to a historic 
property should be carefully considered.  Not only can it result in loss of historic 
character, it could jeopardize the historic status of the structure making it ineligible for 
tax credits.  For more information on State and Federal Tax Credits please contact: 

The Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 
Preservation Services 

One Old State Capital Plaza 
Springfield, Illinois 62701 

Telephone: 217-782-4836 Website: www.illinoishistory.gov 
 

 

1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use 
that requires minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building 
and its site and environment. 

 
2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved.  The 

removal of historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that 
characterize a property shall be avoided. 

 
3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place 

and use. Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such 
as adding conjectural features or architectural elements from other 
buildings, shall not be undertaken. 

 
4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired 

historic significance in their own right shall be retained and preserved. 
 

5. Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of 
craftsmanship that characterize a historic property shall be preserved. 

The Secretary of 

the Interior  

Secretary of the Interiorõs 
Standards for Rehabilitation 

http://www.illinoishistory.gov/
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6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced.  

Where the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive 
feature, the new feature shall match the old in design, color, texture, and 
other visual qualities and, where possible, materials.  Replacement of 
missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or 
pictorial evidence. 

 
7. Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage 

to historic materials shall not be used.  The surface cleaning of structures, 
if appropriate, shall be undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 

 
8. Significant archeological resources affected by a project shall be protected 

and preserved.  If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures 
shall be undertaken. 

 
9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not 

destroy historic materials that characterize the property.  The new work 
shall be differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the 
massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect the historic 
integrity of the property and its environment. 

 
10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be 

undertaken in such a manner that if removed in the future, the essential 
form and integrity of the historic property and its environment would be 
unimpaired. 
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Neighborhoods and 

Architecture  

ò...these old buildings do not belong to us only; that they have belonged to our 
forefathers, and they will belong to our descendantséó                                         

--William Morris-- 

here are several important, historically identified districts in Decatur.  Within 
these districts, several landmarks can be found.  These historic districts have 
either been designated as such at the national, state, or local levels.  Nationally 
recognized are the Decatur, the Decatur Downtown, and the West End 

Historic Districts.  Locally recognized are the Near West and the Macon Place Historic 
Districts.  However, outside these districts and throughout Decatur, fine examples of 
structures that hold local, county, state, and a national significance exist.    

For the purposes of this document a residential building is that which by the nature of 
its original use, was built as a residence.  For example, when applying guidelines to a 
single family residence that is currently used as an office building, a residential 
interpretation of the guidelines shall be used.  Guidelines are written to provide 
flexibility when the use of a building has changed over the years and accommodations 
not normally categorized as residential must be made.  Accommodations for new uses 
can be met while maintaining the residential character of the building which is essential 
to maintaining the Neighborhood Setting.  The original use of a property whether intended 
for single family or multi-family occupancy should be respected and changes should 
preserve the original architecture of the building.  The majority of structures in 
Decaturõs historic districts are of a single family residential nature.  However, 
throughout the districts, original apartment buildings and duplexes can be found 
adding additional character to the architectural makeup of the district. 

It is difficult to categorize houses by architectural style, since few pure examples are 
found in the historic districts.  Some houses were designed by architects who adhered 
carefully to the principles of a particular style but most simply show stylistic influences. 
Many are hybrids, incorporating features from more than one style, and some are 
transitional in that their design is influenced by successive architectural periods.  Many 
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houses in the historic districts were built from plans published in pattern books or 
magazines.  The plans were modified by the local builder to satisfy individual tastes and 
take advantage of available materials.  Many house plans were popularized by òhomeó 
magazines such as The Ladies Home Journal and Better Homes and Gardens. 

In the early part of this century, houses could be purchased in kit form from mail-order 
houses such as Sears Roebuck or Aladdin.  The kits were shipped by railroad and the 
coded materials were assembled on site using a blueprint plan.  Instances of unusual 
markings on framing lumber exposed during renovation work might indicate a mail-
order house. 

Italianate (1845 -1880)   Italianate is also referred to as òbracketedó style from the 
distinctive wide eaves with characteristic brackets.  Roofs are gently sloping, hipped or 
gabled.  Frequent use is made of polygonal or square decks, belvederes, or cupolas atop 
the roof.  Long narrow windows, found in-groups of two or three are often rounded at 
the top and frequently have weighty hoodmolds or pediments.  Bay windows and 
balustraded balconies are common.  These homes nearly always feature porches or 
verandahs.  They also tend to have square towers, asymmetrical plans and are 
characterized by ornate door and window designs.  Sometimes the houses are I-shaped 
or wrapped around a square three-story tower. 

Second Empire (1870 -1890)   The main feature of Second Empire is the mansard roof 
(a double-pitched roof with a steep lower slope) which often has multi-colored slate 
shingles and roof ridge iron trimming.  Dormer windows usually protrude from the 
slope roof.  Additionally, prominent cornices, elaborate cresting, projecting pavilion 
fronts, round dormers and rich ornamentation give the French Second Empire or 
òmansardó style homes a three-dimensional effect.  

Stick Style (1870 -1890)   The Stick Style is a genuine American style of architecture 
resembling the tall proportions and high steep roofs of the Gothic cottages of the 
1850õs.  It received its name from the many decorative trusses and features that 
interrupt the surface of the building.  Characteristics of the Stick style are complex and 
irregular silhouettes, projecting eaves supported by large ornamental brackets, and 
extensive verandahs with roofs supported by posts and diagonal braces.  The charm of 
the Stick style comes from the bright, contrasting paint colors, lacy openwork 
balconies, colored shingles, and purely decorative criss-cross timbers.   

Queen Anne (1880 -1890)   The Queen Anne Style sometimes has a round turret as the 
dominant element.  Other characteristics include irregularity of plan and massing, 
projecting sections and irregular rooflines with gables and dormers.  Exterior patterns, 
colors, and materials vary widely.  The multiple roofs are often steep with frequent 
intersections.  Bay windows are a common feature, as are six-over-one window 
subdivisions.  Tall, thin chimneys, with intricately designed patterns were utilized.  
Shingle or clapboard second stories over brick first stories are common.  Some details 
are classical in style and small in scale, such as turned wood spindles. 

Architectural 

Styles of Decaturõs 

Residences  
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Shingle Style (1885 -1903)   The Shingle Style evolved from the Queen Anne Revival 
but has been stripped of excess decoration.  The overall effect is simpler, with more 
horizontal emphasis and less variety in color and materials.  Windows are small paned 
and form horizontal bands.  Frank Lloyd Wright further developed this feature in the 
Prairie-style home.  Other characteristics include rambling roofs with a more moderate 
pitch than Queen Anne, and broad gable ends.  The exterior walls of the upper story 
(and sometimes the ground floor) have a uniform covering of shingles stretched 
smooth over roof lines and around corners in a kind of contoured envelope. 

Romanesque Revival (1875 -1900)   The Romanesque Revival style features massive 
construction, utilizing round stone building materials, and towers and turrets with 
conical roofs.  The Romanesque style uses arched doorways, irregularly shaped and 
deeply set windows and doors, squat dwarf columns, eye brow dormers, and densely 
carved decoration with interlaced motifs.  Also known as Richardsonian Romanesque, 
Henry Hobson Richardson revised the 1850õs Romanesque to create this different and 
uniquely American style. 

Georgian Revival (1890 -1915)   Georgian Revival is basically rectangular in shape and 
symmetrical in form.  The placement of windows, doors, and chimneys add to the 
symmetry.  Classical details such as columns, pilasters, and cornices all contribute to the 
stately effect.  A hip roof with central flat deck surrounded by a railing is frequently 
found.  Spanish Colonial Revival, English Cottage (Tudor), as well as Georgian Revival 
showed allegiance to one or another design heritage.  Consequently, the general term 
òperiod houseó can describe themñindicating that, although differing in style, all 
period houses identified with the decorative vocabulary of an earlier period. 

Colonial Revival (1870 -1950)   This style, which borrowed heavily from early 
American architectureñparticularly Georgian and Federal buildingsñwas largely an 
outgrowth of a new pride in Americaõs past and a rapidly growing interest in historic 
preservation.  Colonial Revival architecture featured a balanced facade, decorative door 
crowns and pediments, sidelights, fanlights, and porticos to emphasize the front 
entrance, multiple-paned glass in double-hung windows, and string courses or 
decorative cornices.   

Neo -Classical (1890 -1930)   Neo-Classical architecture was a style characterized by a 
two-story, pedimented portico or porch supported by colossal columns, a centrally 
located doorway, and symmetrically placed windows.  This flat-roofed Neo-Classical 
house was subdued and dignified, with clear glass against solid expanses of stone, and 
punctuated by rhythmic rows of columns, windows, and French doors.  A grand two-
story portico often emphasized the centrality of the design.   
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The American Foursquare (1895 -1930)   Hallmarks of the American Foursquare 
were:  boxy shape, hipped roof, wide porch, large windows, and the use of simplified 
Arts and Crafts, Prairie, or Colonial motifs.  The Foursquare house normally had four 
rooms on the first floor (hall, parlor, dining room, and kitchen) and four bedrooms 
plus a bath upstairs.  Built-ins such as bookcases, china closets, and window seats were 
popular. 

Bungalow (1890 -1940)   The Bungalow was a house reduced to simple forms with 
low, broad proportions, and a lack of ornamentation.  The house was constructed of 
local materials to blend with the surrounding landscape.  The interior plan was direct 
and functional.  Front doors opened into living rooms which usually flowed into the 
dining rooms.  Fireplaces, beamed ceilings, natural woodwork, dormer windows, and 
glass doors leading to porches or terraces were common features of the Bungalow.   

Prairie Style (1900 -1920)   The Prairie Style was an architectural style characterized by 
a horizontal emphasis, usually achieved through the use of bands of casement 
windows, long balconies or terraces, flanking wings, low-pitched roofs with overhangs, 
and darkly-colored bands on the exterior walls.  It was conceived as a practical, 
cohesive whole down to the landscaping, built-in furniture, and fixtures.  It traditionally 
uses natural textures on a horizontal profile with an open floor plan defined by screens 
and panels radiating from a central living space.     

Art Deco (1920 -1940)   Art Deco forms were a curious blend of Modernism, history, 
and fantasy, all the while being influenced by the speed-infused aesthetic of the Italian 
Futurists and the mystical images of Mayan, Assyrian, and Moorish cultures.  These 
were then expressed by the richest of materials such as marble, colored terrazzo, 
chrome, and ebony.  Ornamentation consisted of low-relief geometrical designs such 
as zigzags, chevrons, lozenges and volutes, and vertical projections above the roof line.  
Doorways, in particular, showed off the stylized forms and tropical motifs.   

Non-Contributing buildings are those buildings within the districts categorized as 
NOT enhancing the history and architecture of the district.  For general study 
purposes, typically buildings 50 years or newer are considered non-contributing 
buildings unless they are noted as holding architectural or historical merit that 
surpasses age.  Most Non-Contributing Buildings in Decaturõs Historic Districts are 
buildings constructed after 1950.  Occasionally variations on setbacks, architecture, and 
design occur within the districts that may not be appropriate in keeping the spirit of the 
neighborhood.  These variations are changes that the historic district guidelines 
discourage in new construction.  All new construction is considered non-contributing 
but their design and location can drastically impact the character of the district and 
should be considered in great detail.  All new construction should follow the guidelines 
outlined in Chapter 5 of the Design Guidelines. 

For Decaturõs historic districts, non-contributing properties should follow the same 
guidelines.  The original architecture and style of the building should be evaluated for 
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merit and when architectural quality is noted, changes should strive to respect the 
character and features of the original structure.  When making changes to the buildings 
themselves, guidelines in this document pertaining to Exterior Changes should be 
followed.  However, considerable flexibility is warranted when making changes to non-
contributing buildings.  Decisions that make practical and aesthetic sense that may be 
contrary to specific guidelines are welcome when they uphold the overall intent of the 
guidelines. 
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