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Letter from the president: 
proactive preservation
By David Strauss
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In his lunchtime 
address at the 
 National Trust for 
Historic Preserva-
tion Conference 
in Spokane in 
November, Knute 

Berger, the always perceptive and 
usually provocative journalist from 
Washington State, displayed a photo-
graph of a building demolition with 
the equation:  

PRESERVATION = DEMOLITION.
This was an acknowledgement that 
advocacy, of practically any kind, has 
tended to be extremely, perhaps des-
perately, reactive to imminent threats. 
I wonder, though, what proactive 
preservation looks like. 
Proactive preservation would 
strengthen the places we value in 
advance of demolition threats. (At the 
scale of natural places, this was the 
proactive genius of setting aside the 
National Parks and National Forests.) 
Preserving (artificial) landscapes, dis-
tricts and buildings has foundations 
in the threats to urban places like 
Pioneer Square and Pike Place Market 
in Seattle, but also to the recogni-
tion of rural sites like the Five Mile 
Prairie School in Spokane County and 
transportation infrastructure sites like 
the Northern Pacific Railway Depot 
in Ellensburg. The Department of Ar-
chaeology and Historic Preservation 
along with countless landmark and 
landmark district boards continue to 
proactively protect valued sites while 
negotiating and accommodating 
change. 
Unlike the French and British ver-
sions of historic preservation 
borne of nationalisms, American 
preservation has been a form of 
resistance –  fundamentally reac-
tive. But, resistance to what? To the 
claim that preservation stands in 
the way of progress, we can offer 
only that “progress” itself warrants 

redefinition in broader economic and 
 environmental terms. We also need to 
accept that historic preservation is, at 
its best, a creative discipline in much 
the same way that writing history is 
an intellectually imaginative activity. 
Sustaining old buildings, sites and 
places requires that we contribute 
inventively and incrementally to a 
broad tradition. To paraphrase the 
poet T.S. Eliot, our historical sense is 
responsible for our sense of our own 
time. 
Value, in the case of historic buildings 
and sites, can be measured not only 
in dollars and cents – historic sites 
continue to prove beneficial to the 
economic competitiveness of estab-
lished communities. Fixing old build-
ings is inherently demanding of craft. 
So, groups that fix old buildings are, 
to use a recent phrase, “job creators.” 
A growing body of research confirms 
“embodied energy” in old buildings 
is an environmental benefit. We know 
that historic value shapes collective 
and individual memory. Memory, 
where we usually find preserva-
tion advocacy groups, is a necessary 
complement to forward thinking. The 
often heard criticism of preservation 
being irreconcilable with progress is 
false: progress is based on accumu-
lated cultural heritage. 
But back to what proactive preserva-
tion looks like: the Washington Trust 
for Historic Preservation. In my role 
as a board member, I assist in advanc-
ing programs focused on sustaining 
the value of historic sites. We can lead 
in developing progressive preserva-
tion programs. Programs such as the 
Heritage Barn Initiative, the Historic 
County Courthouse Program, Wash-
ington Main Street and the Valerie 
Sivinski Washington Preserves Fund 
are forward-looking efforts in hands-
on advocacy, directing resources 
toward sustaining communities, 
environments and memories. Last 
year’s Washington State Youth Sum-
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Cover photo: The Pantages Theater 
in Tacoma was one of nine recipients 
of a 2013 Valerie Sivisnki Washington 

Preserves Fund grant. Photo 
courtesy of Truus, Bob & Jan.
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mit inspired middle and high school 
students’ awareness that history is rich-
est and most instructive when experi-
enced in place. These programs attest to 
our optimism about the future based on 
our understanding of the past. Over the 
next year, I hope I can help the Wash-
ington Trust for Historic Preservation 
and our extraordinary staff to continue 
a tradition of proactive preservation. To 
paraphrase T.S. Eliot again, “[the poet] 
is not likely to know what is to be done 
unless . . . he is conscious, not of what is 
dead, but of what is already living.” 
In Spokane, I asked Knute Berger to 
complete the equation: “FUTURE 
PRESERVATION EQUALS . . . ?“ Mr. 
Berger obliged by moving the equals 
sign placing the discipline in its fun-
damentally optimistic and forward 
looking role:

FUTURE = PRESERVATION. 

Spokane’s historic Fox Theater 
provided a spectacular backdrop 
for the 2012 Richard H. Driehaus 
National Preservation Awards on 
Friday, November 2, 2012. Among 
the awards given was a National 
Preservation Honor Award for our 
own Washington State Heritage 
Barn Preservation Initiative.
This barn preservation program 
was begun by legislative action 
in March of 2007. Since that time 
almost 500 Washington State barns 
have been added to the Washing-
ton State Heritage Barn Register. 
Through the matching grant pro-
gram, 46 barns have been restored 
to function again and to stand as 
the agricultural history lesson they 
provide for future generations.
Receiving the award were five hap-
py people associated with the pro-
gram: Jerri Honeyford, chair of the 
Heritage Barn advisory committee; 
Senator Jim Honeyford who helped 
shepherd the program through the 
legislature; Jennifer Meisner and 

Chris Moore, staff of the Washing-
ton Trust for Historic Preservation 
who administer the grant portion of 
the program; and Michael Houser, 
architectural historian representing 
the Department of Archeology and 
Historic Preservation, the oversight 
agency.
“Of course it is an honor to be 
thought among the best barn 
programs in the country,” said Jerri 
Honeyford, “but what is best for 
me is to see those capital monies 
work in the rural areas. The receipts 
show business done at smaller 
hardware and lumber stores plus 
local contractors, painters, and 
woodworkers. That is true stimu-
lus. Then to see the completed barn 
as it once was is really satisfying!” 
she concluded.
The award now sits in a place of 
honor in the Honeyford home. It 
will be brought to Olympia in Janu-
ary to make the rounds and show 
off the accomplishments of the 
program.

Washington’s Heritage Barn 
Preservation Initiative acknowledged 
at national conference

Receiving the honor award at the Spokane Conference. In the front row from left 
to right, Trustee of the National Trust, Jorge L. Hernandez, Jennifer Meisner, 
President of the National Trust, Stephanie K. Meeks, and Jerri Honeyford. In 
the back row from left to right, Michael Houser, Chris Moore, and Senator Jim 
Honeyford.

We are currently seeking 
session proposals for 
RevitalizeWA, our annual 
statewide Preservation & 
Main Street Conference.  
Submissions are due 
February 22, 2013.

HAVE AN 
IDEA?
PASSIONATE 
AbOUT A 
TOPIC?

Save the date! This year, RevitalizeWA 
will be held May 15-17 in Vancouver. 
For more information, or to download 
a submission form, visit our website:

preservewa.org/revitalizewa.aspx

Contact our Main Street Coordinator, 
Sarah Hansen, with any questions at:

shansen@preservewa.org


