
S T A C I  R I C H E Y   - -  C I T Y  O F  C O L U M B I A  

THE DATING GAME 



Why do we Date Resources? 

• Historic = Importance 
• Historic = Section 106 and other review 
• Historic = Contribution to a National Register or Local Historic District 
• Historic = Coincides with Important Person or Event 
• Historic = Treatment Methods for maintenance and repairs 
• Historic = Review of Changes by boards or commissions, avoid disasters 
• Historic = Qualify for grants, tax advantages at federal, state and local levels 
• Historic = Encourage owners to retain, maintain a site 

Historic Preservation =  
Preserving Historic 
Resources 
(buildings, bridges, cemeteries, 

landscapes, battlefields) 

 

*Images and text in this presentation property of the City of Columbia unless otherwise noted 



Image from the South Caroliniana Library, USC 



Research (Likes & 
Dislikes) 

Observation (Good Looks) 

 Start Big: Published Stuff 
(books, NRHP) 

 Maps, Census, Directories 
 Digitized Newspapers 
 Local History folks 
 Deeds, mortgages and wills 
 Building permits, maybe 
 Tax assessments 
 Pattern books and catalogues 
 Photographs 
 Old architectural surveys 
 Archival collections (letters, 

architectural renderings) 
 People 

 

 Start Big: Context 
 Database in your brain (learn 

from examples with confirmed dates 
and integrity) 

 Building style (consult books) 

 Details, details, details 

Two Methods to Find Your Date 



E V E R Y T H I N G  I S  I M P O R T A N T  

RESEARCH 



Process of Research 

Best Process for  
Urban Areas: 

 
1. Get a correct address  
 *city directories 
 *maps 
 *work backwards 
2. Get a name  
 *city directories 
 *deeds 
 *digitized newspapers 
 

1884 Sanborn, South Caroliniana Library Digital Collections 

*Take good notes 
*Label photographs, maps 

*Note all of the information 
   needed for a bibliography  

*Note the repository 

Russell Maxey collection, Richland Library 



Topographic, soil, and highway maps (race) 

Local libraries (news clippings, photographs) 

County deeds and plats 

Aerial photographs 

 

RURAL AREA RESEARCH 

TIP: 
Use a scanner or your camera 
for free copies of maps (ask 
permission first) and ALWAYS 
capture the date, name and KEY 
for that map!! 
1916 Richland Cty Soil map, 1935 
USGS Topo, 1942 Richland Cty Hwy Maps from the Digital Collections of the USC Libraries 



1938, 1959, 1970 aerials From the Digital Collections of the USC Libraries 



Tips and 
Tricks for 
Research 

* City Directories usually 
only cover the city proper 
in the early years of the 
1900s, new subdivisions 
are not included, #s change 

* Digitized newspapers will 
show different results for 
the same search, use a 
variety of search terms, 
and use language of the day 

* Be wary of local histories 

* Look at photograph 
collections over and over 

c. 1905 

Online S.C. Railroad Digital Collection 

S.C. State Museum Standard Federal 
Collection 



Digital News: 
Find a Series 
Find a Photographer 
Find an architect 
Find a neighborhood 
 
Left and Top Right: 
1916 

Images and text  from The State, 
digitized and copyrighted by 
NewsBank 



OBSERVATION 

E V E R Y T H I N G  I S  I M P O R T A N T  

Russell Maxey Collection, Richland Library 



IMPROVING YOUR 
OBSERVATIONAL 
SKILLS 

New Construction 



Asphalt Siding Made to Look 
Like Brick 





Observation: 
Context  

PHYSICAL CONTEXT 

+ 

HISTORIC CONTEXT 

 Cities grow out with somewhat clear “growth rings” 
or pockets, look for patterns 

 What’s around? Does this fit into the pattern of lot 
size, building orientation, size, scale, architecture? 

 Was this part of town historically significant? Was it 
part of a particular event, ethnic group, mill village, 
planned development? 

 Was there an obvious catastrophic or transportation 
event that influenced this area? (streetcar, fire, 
flood, urban renewal) 

Historic Image collection, 
Richland Library 



Observation: Database 

 

 

 

 

 Learn the basic 
architectural styles 

 Translate those into 
vernacular  

 Practice dating 
buildings (flash cards) 

 Look at a ton of historic 
photographs 

 Look at a ton of 
buildings 

 Look at new buildings 
 Look at similar 

buildings 
 

WPA online collection, SCDL Image from The State, digitized 
and copyrighted by NewsBank 



Observation: LOOK at the Building 
 Go look at the building in person if possible 
 Slow down and notice the surroundings 
 Start from top to bottom or vice versa 
 Make a mental note of what doesn’t “fit” 
 Study the details 
 Take notes 
 Take photographs, use your ZOOM lens 
 Walk around to see as much as you can, 

while staying on public property! 
 Aerials are great ways to get a look at the 

back of the building 



Best Way to Date Buildings? Architectural Styles 

http://www.cob.org/services/planning/historic/images/styles-summary-high-res.pdf 



1823 c. 1850 

c. 1886 c. 1893 



c. 1900, SCDAH image 

1912, all three 

1937 

1922, The State, Newsbank 1928, Google image 



Trouble Makers: Revival Styles 

c. 1912 
c. 1850 
relocated 



Trouble Makers: Colonial Revival 
1926 
1939 
1950 
 

A 
B 

C D 



Troublemakers: Vernacular 

c. 1857 

c. 1910s, 
alterations 

c. 1950 

c. 1940 

c. 1880 



Troublemakers: Ranch Houses 

1945 
1952 
1960 



Troublemakers: Relocated Buildings 

Clue: No brick piers or 
basement in foundation wall  



READING FEATURES 

It’s All in the Details 

Is this feature 
original? 

Historic Renovation 
Project  

*YES 
*NO  
*MAYBE (burden  
   of proof) 



WINDOWS 

1800s windows could be 
rope and pulley or 
friction, they occurred 
simultaneously 

Upper and lower sashes 
matched until technology 
allowed larger panes after 
the Civil War, did not 
become popular until 
around turn of the 
century 

Rope and pulley gave way 
to aluminum jamb liners 
and spring mechanisms 
after World War II  

The Ways of Wood 



Clue: Kerf cut in muntin is a modern feature, so sash is not original to 1872 house 

Old House Journal, May-Jun 1995 



PORCHES 

c. 1860, Flinn Hall, USC 



True historic balustrade on left, reproduction porch on the right 



Paneled ceiling 
is an 1800s 
feature, the 
beadboard porch 
ceiling is an 
early 1900s 
feature 

The porch is not original, it 
infringes on the door and window 
trim along the top 



Reconstructed porch has new balusters that are taller to bring them up to code, new columns 



SHEATHING 

1800s: appears to be 
none 

First Decade of 1900s-
1910s: varies 

By late 1910s and into 
1920s: diagonal 1”x6”  

By the 1950s fiberboard 
gains popularity 

Particle board is 
modern material from 
past several decades 



                                                                       BRICK 



If All Else 
Fails, Look at 
the Sinks and 
Toilets 



Other Clues 

 Roof materials (pressed metal) 
 Hardware on doors and windows 
 Light fixtures 
 Mantels and hearths 
 Flooring 

 

Churches: 
*Cornerstones 
*Call church office 
*Look at context 

Schools: 
*Cornerstones 
*Call school 
*Research county 
school board records 
*Look for additions 
*Look at context 

Warehouses: 
*Roof types 
*Tile coping 
*Aerial images 



* C O N S T R U C T I O N  D A T E  

* D A T E  O F  R E S I D E N C E  O F  P R O M I N E N T  P E R S O N  

* D A T E  O F  C U L T U R A L L Y  S I G N I F I C A N T  E V E N T  

* D I S T R I C T S :  D A T E S  O F  M A J O R  E R A S  O F  
D E V E L O P M E N T  

 

I N F O R M S :  

* A P P R O P R I A T E  M A T E R I A L S ,  A L T E R A T I O N S  

* C O N S E R V A T I O N  O F  U N I Q U E  F E A T U R E S  

* L E V E L S  O F  P R O T E C T I O N  

* P U R V I E W  O F  H I S T O R I C  C O M M I S S I O N S  

 

PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE 



Period of Significance 

Integrity of current materials? 
History of the property 
(significant event?) 
Proof of previous appearance? 
Amount of reconstruction 
necessary? 



Period of Significance: How to Determine 

RESEARCH 

 Compare maps 

 Find images 

 Use newspapers 

 Find plat for area 

 

OBSERVATION 

 Survey the neighborhood 
or photograph the building 
and its surroundings 

 Identify key features 

 Date the features and 
determine approximate age 
(if possible) 

 



Period of Significance: Local District 

 Consider thinking ahead  

 Leave some wiggle room 

 Identify architecture vs. 
time period 

 Be flexible with infill that 
has reached 50 years 

 Write guidelines flexible 
enough to work 

 Educate board members 
about validity of various 
styles and eras 

 Allow oddities of type if 
they fit in the period 

 



Thank You! 

Staci Richey 
SLRichey@columbiasc.net 

803-545-3328 

mailto:SLRichey@columbiasc.net

