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INTRODUCTION: WHY HISTORIC ROOFS DESERVE 

CARE 

Historic buildings represent accumulated knowledge—about materials, climate, craftsmanship, 

and community values. Their roofs are among the most technically sophisticated components of 

these structures, developed long before modern membranes, sealants, or synthetic systems 

existed. 

Unlike contemporary roofing, historic roofs were designed to: 

• Shed water through geometry rather than sealants 

• Breathe and dry naturally 

• Be repaired incrementally rather than replaced wholesale 

• Last generations rather than decades 

Because of this, historic roofing systems behave differently from modern ones. When treated 

incorrectly—through incompatible materials or modern shortcuts—the result is often accelerated 

failure rather than improvement. 

Understanding historic roofs is the first step toward preserving them. 

 

ROOFS AS ARCHITECTURAL LANGUAGE 

A roof is not merely functional. In historic architecture, it communicates: 

• Period and style 

• Cultural priorities 

• Regional climate adaptation 

• Craft traditions 



Roof pitch, material choice, seam detailing, and ornamentation were intentional design decisions. 

Altering these elements—even subtly—can change the architectural meaning of a building. 

Preservation begins with recognizing the roof as an expressive element, not a disposable 

covering. 

 

UNDERSTANDING HISTORIC ROOF SYSTEMS 

Historic roofs function as systems, not layers. They include: 

• Structural framing 

• Decking and substrates 

• Underlayments (often minimal or absent) 

• Primary roofing material 

• Flashings and drainage 

• Decorative and functional metalwork 

Each part depends on the others. Replacing one element without understanding the whole often 

leads to unintended consequences such as trapped moisture, corrosion, or structural decay. 

 

HISTORIC ROOFING MATERIALS: PERFORMANCE 

THROUGH TIME 

Slate Roofing 

Slate is valued not only for durability but for predictability. When properly installed, slate roofs 

can last more than a century. 

Key principles: 

• Slate fails at penetrations and flashings, not in the stone itself 

• Nail type and placement are critical 

• Headlap controls water movement 

• Repairs must respect thickness and cleavage 

Replacing slate unnecessarily destroys a system designed for repair. 

 

Clay Tile Roofing 



Clay tile roofs function as ventilated assemblies. Airflow beneath the tiles allows moisture to 

dissipate. 

Key principles: 

• Tiles are water-shedding, not waterproof 

• Underlayment selection must allow drying 

• Tile shape determines drainage behavior 

• Weight and loading must be respected 

Modern membranes often cause clay tile failures by trapping moisture. 

 

Wood Shingles and Shakes 

Historic wood roofing depends on: 

• Grain orientation 

• Exposure spacing 

• Ventilation 

• Selective replacement 

Fire resistance and longevity can be improved without sacrificing authenticity when approached 

carefully. 

 

ARCHITECTURAL METAL: FUNCTION AND CRAFT 

Historic metal roofs and details—including copper, tin, lead, and terne-coated steel—serve both 

functional and decorative roles. 

Metal components include: 

• Standing seams 

• Flat-lock panels 

• Box gutters 

• Scuppers 

• Cresting and finials 

• Chimney caps 

Key considerations: 

• Thermal expansion must be accommodated 

• Galvanic compatibility prevents corrosion 



• Solder joints must flex, not crack 

Poor metalwork is one of the most common causes of historic roof failure. 

 

WHY HISTORIC ROOFS FAIL 

Most historic roofs fail not from age, but from: 

• Incompatible modern materials 

• Improper repairs 

• Deferred maintenance 

• Altered drainage paths 

• Ignoring original design intent 

Understanding failure modes allows preservation efforts to be preventative rather than reactive. 

 

PRESERVATION METHODOLOGY: HOW 

RESTORATION SHOULD BE APPROACHED 

Correct historic roof restoration follows these principles: 

1. Minimal intervention 

2. Retention of original materials whenever possible 

3. Repair before replacement 

4. Reversibility of modern improvements 

5. Documentation of all work performed 

Restoration is not about making a roof new—it is about extending its service life while 

preserving its identity. 

 

CRAFT TRAINING AND KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER 

Many historic roofing techniques are no longer taught in trade schools. Preservation depends on: 

• Apprenticeship 

• Mentorship 

• Hands-on fabrication 

• Contextual learning 



Craft knowledge must be preserved with the same care as historic buildings themselves. 

 

INSURANCE, STORMS, AND HISTORIC ROOFS 

Storm damage to historic roofs is often misunderstood. Damage may be: 

• Subtle 

• Cumulative 

• Hidden beneath intact materials 

Patch repairs frequently violate preservation standards and lead to future failure. Proper 

assessment requires specialized knowledge. 

 

MAINTENANCE AS EDUCATION 

Maintenance is an educational act. Regular inspections teach owners how their building behaves 

over time. 

Effective maintenance includes: 

• Drainage management 

• Selective material replacement 

• Monitoring movement and wear 

• Addressing issues early 

Historic roofs maintained properly often outlast multiple modern replacements. 

 

GRANTS, TAX CREDITS, AND PUBLIC STEWARDSHIP 

Preservation incentives exist to encourage responsible care of historic resources. These programs 

prioritize: 

• Accuracy 

• Documentation 

• Compliance with standards 

Education is essential for navigating these systems successfully. 

 



STEWARDSHIP AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Owning or caring for a historic building is a public trust. Roofs protect not only interiors, but 

cultural memory. 

Preservation succeeds when: 

• Owners are informed 

• Craftsmen are trained 

• Decisions are deliberate 

• Long-term outcomes matter more than short-term savings 

 

CONCLUSION: PRESERVING KNOWLEDGE 

THROUGH STRUCTURES 

Historic roofs embody centuries of accumulated understanding. When we preserve them, we 

preserve knowledge. 

Antebellum Roofworks exists to support that mission—through education, craftsmanship, 

and stewardship. 

 


