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Repair is the First Option for Historic Wood Windows 

 

The Detroit Historic District Commission (HDC) follows the Secretary of Interior Standards for 

Rehabilitation for historic properties.  

 

For historic windows, Standard 6 is most directly applicable. 

Standard 6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. 
Where the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, 
the new feature will match the old in design, color, texture and, where possible, 
materials. Replacement of missing features will be substantiated by documentary 
and physical evidence.  

The central message of the Standards is that historic windows will be repaired rather than 

replaced. Only when a window has severely deteriorated, and it cannot be repaired, may it be 

replaced. Generally, even badly deteriorated windows can be repaired by crafts persons who 

know about historic windows. The standard for replacement windows is strict.  

 

"I've assessed the condition of more than a thousand [sashes], and never seen a sash that 

could not be repaired."  John Leeke (well-known window contractor), Historic Home 

Works 

 

The Standards for Rehabilitation are from the Secretary of the Interior, National Park Service.1 

The HDC is required to follow these Standards by the Detroit City Ordinance for historic 

districts. 2 

 

Standard 2 also applies directly, because historic windows are a defining characteristic of historic 

buildings.  

Standard 2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. 
The removal of distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces and spatial 
relationships that characterize a property will be avoided. 

Other Standards also relate to windows less directly. 

 
1 “The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.” National Parks Service, U.S. Department of the 

Interior, www.nps.gov/subjects/taxincentives/secretarys-standards-rehabilitation.htm. Accessed 9 Jan. 2024. 

 
2 “2019 Detroit City Code, Sec. 21-2-73. - Issuance of Certificate of Appropriateness.” Municode Library, 

library.municode.com/mi/detroit/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CICOCH21--

43_CH21HI_ARTIIHIDILA_DIV4PEWOWIDI_S21-2-73ISCEAP. Accessed 9 Jan. 2024. 

http://www.nps.gov/subjects/taxincentives/secretarys-standards-rehabilitation.htm.%20Accessed%209%20Jan.%202024
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What Constitutes Repair of an Historic Wood Windows. 

 

The principal objective of the Standards for Rehabilitation is to preserve historic properties and 

their features for the future. For historic windows to be preserved, they must be kept in good 

repair. Most of all, preservation requires regular maintenance. When a portion of a window has 

deteriorated, due to lack of maintenance or damage, it must be repaired sufficiently to assure its 

survival.   

 

A historic window that is preserved for the future will have these characteristics: 

 

1. No broken or cracked panes of glass. 

2. Glazing putty on the exterior is intact and painted.  

3. Paint is intact, with no flaking paint. 

4. Wood windowsills are intact and painted.  

5. All components of the window sash are intact and painted.  

6. Any missing sash (upper, lower, or both) is replaced to match the originals closely.  

7. The window jambs, brickmould, head, and casing are intact and painted. 

8. Caulking in between brick molds and casings to prevent moisture incursion. 

9. Any window that must be opened is operable: lower sash can move up and down; 

casement windows can swing open.  

Operability is not a required condition for a fully repaired window. For example, 

upper sash rarely are opened and do not need to be operable. Other windows that 

are not opened do not need to be operable.  

 

 
Scope of Work for Repair of Historic Wood Windows 

 

STOOL (on the outside, a 

sill) 
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A historic wood window that lacks any of these characteristics will need to be repaired to 

preserve it into the future. Often the repairs are just elements of deferred maintenance. 

 

The Scope of Work for repair is for individual windows. The Scope of Work will include just the 

minimum repairs necessary for the window to have all of the characteristics of a historic window 

preserved into the future.   

 

On most buildings, many windows are likely to be in good repair and require little or no repair. 

For example, upper sash often need little repair. Some windows may need extensive repair work;  

lower sash and windowsills often need repair.  

 

These repairs may be necessary to rehabilitate an individual window:  

 

1. Broken or cracked panes of glass must be replaced. 

2. Glazing putty at panes of glass on the exterior must be intact to protect the window.  

Intact glazing can be left in place; missing or deteriorated glazing must be replaced.  

3. If there is flaking paint or bare wood, it must be scraped or sanded to prepare for primer 

and final coats of paint to protect the window. 

4. Wood windowsills must be stabilized or repaired and sealed with primer and final coats 

of paint;  if severely deteriorated, wood sills can be replaced in kind. Sills must slope 

away from the window to drain water. 

5. If a sash has a deteriorated component (rail, stile, or muntin), that component must be 

stabilized or repaired sufficiently to preserve the window. Individual elements can be 

replaced in kind.   

6. If a sash is missing or unrepairable, a new sash can replace the missing sash; the new sash 

must match the original sash closely.  

7. If the window jambs, brickmould, head, and casing are deteriorated or damaged, they 

must be repaired or replaced in kind. 

 

Prioritize Repairs 

 

Some window repairs can have higher priorities than others. Spreading out the repair over time 

also spreads out the expense, which may be more manageable, if funds or financing are not 

available to do all repairs at one time. 

 

1. Window Usage  

 

In most buildings, occupants open some windows and not others. Windows that are the most 

important to be opened can have higher priority and be repaired first. For windows that are never 

opened, repairs can be deferred. Upper sash rarely are opened - only lower sash may need repair. 

Even if an unused window needs substantial repair, if it is covered by a storm window, that 

protection can allow deferral of the repair, perhaps for many years; in this way, a window is 

“mothballed” for future repair. 
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2. Window Conditions 

 

For most buildings, the conditions of windows will vary. Some will be in good repair. Often 

upper sashes in double-hung windows get little wear and are in good condition. Some windows 

may need extensive repairs, including replacement of some components. And some will need 

small repairs. Windows that need the most repair can have higher priority to be repaired.  

 

 

Beyond Repair 

 

Full Restoration 

 

Historic windows can be restored close to their original condition. While such a restoration to a 

“like new” condition is an ultimate goal, this goes beyond the repair necessary to preserve 

windows into the future, until a fuller restoration is possible.  

 

A brief scope of work for a more extensive restoration is below. A full restoration may require 

that the window be disassembled.  

1. Necessary repairs are, of course, the first step in a full restoration.  

2. Paint or finish build-up (both exterior and interior) can be removed and replaced with 

fresh finishes. Interior finishes often are other than paint:  they may not have as much 

build-up and can be refreshed rather than removed. As old paint may be lead-based, 

caution is required and safety steps must be implemented.  

3. Glass can be fully reglazed.  

a. Most simply, all glazing putty can be removed and replaced.  

b. Further, glass panes can be removed from their beds (glazing rabbets), the beds 

cleaned, a thin layer of glazing compound applied to the beds, and the glass reset 

and reglazed. 

4. Window hardware can be thoroughly cleaned and lubricated, or perhaps replaced to 

match the original. 

5. On double-hung windows, sash ropes can be replaced, and pulleys can be lubricated or 

replaced. 

6. New weather stripping can be added as needed. 

 

Weatherization  

 

A historic wood window that is in good repair also can be weatherized to reduce heat loss. 

Weatherization blocks cold air infiltration and prevents the escape of warm air. Energy also is 

lost through heat conduction through glass, which weatherization can reduce. In addition, 

weatherization measures also can reduce moisture infiltration that damages window structures. 

 

The most effective weatherization is a tight-fitting storm window.  

 

1. If exterior storms exist, they can be updated with new stripping and brush seals or rubber 

seals, and latches lubricated or replaced. Replace any broken glass.  

2. Replace any missing glass and screen panels.  

3. If there are no storms, there are both exterior and interior storm window options.  
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4. For exterior storms, caulking around the edges will reduce air infiltration and tighten the 

air space to reduce convection. However, do not caulk the bottom edge of storms, as this 

leaves a space for moisture to escape.  

5. Exterior storms also protect windows from deterioration from weathering.  

 

Storm windows and tightly weatherized sash create a large dead air pocket, which is an insulator. 

This is the same principle of insulation as a modern double-paned window sash, but with a much 

larger dead air space. 

 

Several additional weatherization steps include: 

 

1. Caulk around the exterior of windows where the jambs, brickmould and casing join the 

house. Heads and sills should not be caulked: open spaces allow moisture to escape. 

2. On the interior, any space between interior casing and plaster walls can be sealed with 

spackling. 

3. Weatherstripping on the interior between sash and jamb, using inexpensive weather 

stripping. 

4. Sash locks in good repair (or replaced) keep the upper and lower sash tightly sealed. 
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Window Replacement 

 

When a historic window is missing, it can be replaced. Also, when a window is so deteriorated or 

damaged that repair is either technically not feasible or economically not reasonable, it can be 

replaced. 

 

For economic reasonableness, the cost of repair that is relevant is the cost of the scope of 

repair, as delineated above. While a full restoration will have higher cost, that is not the 

relevant cost to consider with respect to window replacement.  

 

What is a reasonable cost of repairing a window is contingent on the importance of the 

window. In a building, a window or set of windows may be so important to the 

architectural design of the building that they need to be repaired even at a fairly high cost 

rather than replaced. For example, a large leaded-glass window in a prominent location 

may be crucial to the character of a building.  

 

Replacement windows must conform to conditions specified in Standard #6:   the new feature 

will match the old in design, color, texture and, where possible, materials.  
1. New windows must match the original windows in operation: most often windows are 

fixed panes, double-hung, or casement. There are other types.  

2. The pattern of lites (panes) in the window must match that in the original window. For 

example, if an upper sash has 6 lites and the lower sash has only one, then the new 

windows must have the same configuration. There are many different configurations of 

lites observed in historic windows. Often these are highly distinctive configurations that 

are integral to the architecture of the building.  

3. The dimensions of the window components (the rails, stiles, and muntins) should match 

or be very close to the dimensions of the components of the original window. 

4. Multipaned windows must be replaced with either true divided lite windows or windows 

with simulated divided lites. Faux muntins between the glass panes of double-glazed 

window glass do not provide the same shadow lines and depth as historic windows and 

are inappropriate.  

5. The color of the new windows must be within the color palette appropriate for the 

architectural style of the building.  

6. The material of new windows should be the same as the original windows or be 

reasonably close in appearance.  

 

 

 

 


