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VILLAGE OF NEW PALTZ

RECONNAISSANCE-LEVEL
HISTORIC RESOURCE SURVEY

II. Methodology & Selection Criteria

SURVEY OBJECTIVES
The goal of the survey was to compile a basic level of architectural data on all buildings in
the village constructed on or before 1965 and to associate each of them with periods and
themes determined to have historic and/or architectural significance.  Little survey data had
been collected in the village, which allowed for the design of an unprecedented digital data
base format.  A digital format was used so that data from this survey could be combined with
more detailed historic information on buildings, some of which has already been collected by
the Haviland Heidgerd Historical Collection at the Elting Memorial Library.  In a digital
environment, this text and image data will create an information system that will aid
research, education and planning.

There are still no state or federal standards or models for digital survey projects, so a basic
format developed by the consultant was introduced and field tested.  It recorded descriptive
building data and architectural classifications so that the historic resources in the village can
be grouped and analyzed in terms of type, form, construction method, material, period, style,
location, etc.  (See appendix for a copy of the field entry form.)  It will be up to the village to
annotate and apply this base data so that the model is tested and refined.

METHODOLOGY
• Tax parcel and address information obtained from the town assessor’s office was

associated to each entry to ensure that the survey data could be used in conjunction with
other property information and data bases that may exist or emerge.  The survey data also
can be applied in a Geographic Information System when the opportunity to develop
applications arises.

• To ensure that a suitable context was created for the assessment of 20th-century resources
and that the “50-year rule” would be relevant a few years into the future, it was decided
that the survey would include resources built in 1965 or earlier.  Construction dates
already assigned by the town assessor were used to establish this cut, even though in
other cases, these dates were shown to be inaccurate.  (Since the assessor was recording
the construction dates of 1965 buildings as they were built and entered on the tax rolls,
they were seen as more accurate than the estimates made for houses built before official
town records were kept.)
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• To ensure that the data base would be truly comprehensive, it was decided to have an
entry for every building in the village with a construction date of 1965 or earlier.  (This
resulted in over 1000 entries, which severely strained the project budget.)

• Vacant land was not included in the survey unless it had a clear functional or historic
association with a neighboring property.  This was done for practical reasons; it is
difficult to determine these associations at a field or reconnaissance level.  However,
since this historical information will inform efforts underway to preserve of open space in
the village and town, it is critical that an intensive survey of these properties get
underway.

• A field form and instructions were developed so that volunteers from the Historical
Commission could assist in collecting data on historic properties.  The entries were
reduced to simple identifications to make the process as intuitive as possible.  (This
provided a valuable lesson for both the consultant and the Historical Commission in
terms of the level of architectural training commission members needed and what they
had been receiving.)

• Once field data were collected (and forms from volunteers verified by the consultant),
data were entered and tabulated in a digital data base (Microsoft Access/Excel)  This data
base represents the results of the reconnaissance level survey. (Table provided on CD)

• Ideally, each property should have been represented by one or more photographs to
provide visual information about buildings and landscapes.  These would be merged with
the data base as digital images.  The budget did not allow for this extent of photographic
coverage, and only streetscapes and individual shots used to illustrate sections of the
report were collected.  This is another task for follow-up activities.

• Using a GIS application, this data can be mapped to illustrate the location and
distribution of historic properties by any of a number of characteristics, such as date of
construction, material, roof type, whether there are barns or garages, etc.

SELECTION CRITERIA
Once historic resources were recorded and classified, a number of them were selected for
designation, protection or future study.  Selections were guided by the criteria established for
evaluating nominations to the National Register of Historic Places.  When applied at a local
level of significance, the National Register criteria is a valuable tool for determining a
property’s importance in the broader historical contexts and themes that are reflected in local
history.

It is important to maintain focus on the local perspective; otherwise notable properties may
be overlooked.  Because at a reconnaissance level specific historic documentation is limited,
condition assessment superficial, and contexts and themes only broadly developed, selections
should be as inclusive as possible.  Whereas not all of the selected properties will necessarily
achieve State and National Register listings, it will be important for the Historical
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Commission to be familiar with all of the town’s significant resources, including those at the
margins.  Just because the New York State Historic Preservation Office or the National Park
Service may choose not to confer their distinctions on a property does not in and of itself
mean the historic resource is not important in New Paltz.  The National Register criteria will
still provide the Commission with the basis to make their own evaluations within an
established evaluative framework.

There are four fundamental criteria by which the National Register assesses the significance
of historic resources.  Properties will be significant for (A) their relationship to a historic
event or theme significant in American history, such as settlement, agriculture or tourism;
(B) their association with an individual who made a significant contribution to the history of
the local community, state or nation; (C) their distinction as an example of a type, period or
method of construction; and (D) their archeological potential to provide information about an
important aspect of prehistory or history.  Significance can be established based on one or
more of these criteria.   In addition, a property must be at least fifty years in age to establish a
suitable context for the evaluation of significance (unless it can be demonstrated that it has
achieved significance in less than fifty years); and the property must retain sufficient physical
integrity from its period of significance to be authentic.

A. Historic Significance
Many properties in New Paltz have associations with important events or have played roles
that have had a measurable effect on local history.  While the historic significance of many
properties will be obscure at a reconnaissance level of survey, selections can be made by
classifying properties in general areas of significance established in the criteria.  Agriculture,
commerce, education, recreation, exploration/settlement and transportation are areas of
significance that will have particular relevance to New Paltz.

B. Association with a Significant Person
It is possible that a few properties in New Paltz will have associations with individuals of
state or national significance, but the Commission should be aware of buildings linked to
persons important in local history.  The dwellings of the original patentees or those people
whose accomplishments in the 19th and 20th centuries made them prominent in local records
apply to this category whether or not their homes also have architectural significance.
Significant persons are not just those who had impact on the news.  For example, the home of
a known ex-slave or African American community leader will also have significance. It is
important not to overlook this criterion, which often occurs at the state level.

C. Architectural Significance
Since the National Register of Historic Places was created to address the significance of the
built environment, the architecture criterion is the most frequently applied of all, at times at
the expense of the others.  Architecture covers a wide range of historic resource types, and
this criterion needs to be carefully tailored to address the particular historic and architectural
contexts of the Village of New Paltz.  To this end, the following critical resource types have
been identified. (See Part IV for an overview of the architecture of the town.)
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• Stone houses.  There are a number of defining historic resources in the Village of New
Paltz, and none are as significant as the 18th-century stone houses that characterize the
architectural heritage of the town and Ulster County as a whole.  In their time, stone
houses represented no more than thirty percent of the houses in the town, and they were
an elite class of dwelling linked to the Huguenot patentee families.  Today, they are
virtually the only buildings surviving from that period, their wood frame and log
counterparts having disappeared from the landscape.  Thus, all stone houses that survive
in the town are worthy of notable recognition in this survey irrespective of their
condition.

• Barns and farm buildings.  Barns and farm buildings are distinctive representations of the
agricultural heritage of New Paltz.  Like stone houses, they are important landmarks of a
historic rural landscape that is in transition.  Active farming is limited in the village, and
barns and farm buildings are vulnerable.  A wide spectrum of farm architecture remains
in the town, the most notably of which are a handful of Dutch barns, a building form that
can be traced back to early European origins.  Historic barns and farm buildings will be
prioritized in the selection process.

• Middling and small houses.  The National Register criteria allows for the fair
consideration of the architectural significance of middling and small houses.  Yet, few
make it to listing because of an institutional bias for established building types and
academic designs.  Properties truly of local significance seldom survive the review
process because it is difficult for sponsors to develop a case that

• Domestic outbuildings.  Most residential properties have support buildings that may have
significance.  Notable among these are small barns, privies, smoke houses, and in later
years garages.  These features should be considered in conjunction with the principal
building on a property and assessed as contributing elements to an overall property.  In
most cases, focusing only on the house will exclude important components of the
significance of a property.  There will be instances where an outbuilding will rival the
major feature for significance.  Early garages will often be significant in their own right
and as barns, smoke houses and privies become increasingly rare, they become more
important individually.

• Tourist-related buildings. Summer tourism is a prominent historic theme in New Paltz,
and while many buildings were designed expressly to accommodate boarders, more
private dwellings were adapted to that purpose.  This context is presently underdeveloped
in village history.  The theme has a long period of significance extending up to the
present.

• Institutional buildings.  Agriculture, tourism and education are the three primary factors
in the economic and social history of New Paltz.  The Normal School, now the State
University of New York at New Paltz, has had an enormous impact on community
planning and architecture in the village.  There are other institutional buildings in the
village, and they are generally significant due to their historic community functions.
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Government facilities that are operated and maintained in the public trust should be
carefully monitored by the Commission.

• Buildings constructed prior to 1865.  All surviving resources dating from before the Civil
War represent a period in local, state and national history that is now remote enough to be
of significance by reason of their survival.  Clearly those resources with dates closer to
the cusp are more common; yet, they are part of a closed and dwindling set.  This
condition should be recognized and widely promoted, and every effort should be made to
prevent the loss of any of these irreplaceable resources.

• Buildings constructed 1945-1965.  The most recent historic era also demands special
attention, although for different reasons.  Recent scholarship demonstrates that the
subdivision and housing boom that occurred immediately following the Second World
War – with the direct involvement of the U.S. government in its planning, design and
financing structure – is indeed a historic event.  More than another event, it has had an
enduring effect on the growth of suburban communities like that which New Paltz has
become.  Only now have the National Register authorities begun to address the
significance of 20th-century resources and the implications their numbers and mass-
produced, industrial features will have on the conventional ways the criteria have been
applied since 1966 when the National Register was created.  The entire range of 20th-
century resources up to 1965 has been included in this survey so that there is a basis of
architectural information on which to build and base future assessments.  In the
meantime, the Commission should be aware of the historic and architectural
characteristics that distinguish post-war housing and be prepared to address their
significance in novel ways.

• Landscapes.  All historic properties have a landscape component that should not be
overlooked when assessments are made.  Agricultural landscapes have a heightened
significance because of their critical role in the definition of a farm and the image of the
town.  As open space becomes increasingly consumed by development, this land
becomes more rare and more significant.  Nevertheless, house yards are also important
for providing appropriate settings for historic resources and residential environments
overall.  Any assessment of a historic property that does not address its landscape
component is incomplete.  Landscape features, such as stone or brick walls, mature trees
and plantings and other structures, need to be enumerated when historic properties are
documented.

D. Archeological sites, historic and prehistoric
Like landscape characteristics, the archeological potential of a historic property should be
always a factor of an assessment of significance.  A general assumption can be made that
there is a good chance that evidence of the Native American presence can be found in just
about any section of the village.  Proposed development sites will require careful analysis.
Any site that formerly contained buildings, such as mill sites, should be carefully recorded
and protected.
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Integrity
The National Register criteria contain an integrity test to ensure that only authentic buildings
receive listings.  At this reconnaissance level of survey selections should not be based on
physical integrity.  All properties with the potential to meet one of the criteria should be
recorded.  The physical integrity of a particular will be considered only if it reaches the status
of being considered for designation.

LOCATION OF SURVEY INFORMATION
Copies of the survey report, field forms and data base (CD) will be filed and accessible to the
public at the New York State Historic Preservation Office, Peebles Island, Waterford, New
York, and the Haviland-Heidgerd Collection, Elting Memorial Library, 93 Main Street, New
Paltz, New York.  Eventually, this information will be available on computer terminals at the
Elting Memorial Library and on the Internet.


