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          PRESERVATION OPTIONS FOR WEST NEWTON HILL 

Background & FAQs          January 2017 update  

What is the rationale for looking into preservation options? Why now? 

West Newton Hill has an unusual collection 

of several hundred historic homes from 

different periods and of different styles, all 

reflecting the neighborhood’s development 

from 1840 onward. This assortment of 

homes gives our neighborhood a distinctive 

historic character, creating gracious 

streetscapes with a variety of styles 

including Italianate, Second Empire, Queen 

Anne, Stick, Shingle, and Colonial Revival.   

About 100 of these homes are already on the 

National Register of Historic Places, and 

many others have been inventoried using the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission’s 

standards and are on file as part of Newton’s 

cultural resources.  

  

In recent years, however, demolition, 

sometimes accompanied by further 

subdivision of lots, and new construction 

have begun to alter the streetscapes of West 

Newton Hill significantly. For example, in  

September 2016, an historic house on 

Valentine Street, built in 1917, and 

described by one realtor as “impeccably 

maintained” and “boasting quality 

craftsmanship”, was demolished to make 

room for two new construction homes.  

Several other owners of nearby historic 

homes have applied for demolition permits 

and are in a so-called demolition delay 

period. While the Newton Historical 

Commission can deem these houses  

“preferably preserved”, the most the City 

can do in the absence of stronger 

preservation measures is to delay, not 

prevent demolition.    

  

Ultimately our neighborhood may reach a 

tipping point where it no longer has a 

prevailing historic character. This has 

already occurred on several neighborhood 

streets due to less compatible changes and 

new construction. In addition, losing homes 

that were soundly constructed to dumpsters 

and landfills, often combined with the 

felling of mature, more drought-resistant 

trees also has a detrimental environmental 

impact.  

It is timely for the community of WN Hill to 

look at options. One of the alternatives 

under consideration is to form a Local 

Historic District. The purpose of this note is 

to provide some information and 

background on Local Historic Districts and 

to attempt to answer some frequently asked 

questions.  
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Local Historic Districts (LHDs) are a 

longstanding and widely used tool for 

historic preservation found all over 

Massachusetts, as well as throughout the 

country.  According to the Massachusetts 

Historical Commission:  A Local Historic 

District is one of the most effective 

regulatory tools to protect historic 

buildings, structures and their settings.  In 

a Local Historic District, most exterior 

changes to a protected structure, visible 

from a public way, are subject to review by 

a locally appointed commission. The 

community is thus able to protect the 

historic character of its architecture and 

streetscapes through reviews of major 

changes such as additions, as well as 

demolitions and new construction, while 

still allowing for improvements and updates.  

The first LHD in the US was formed in 

1931, in Charleston, SC.  Districts then 

spread throughout the country, most often 

when communities felt their distinctive 

historic neighborhoods were under threat. 

There currently are over 2300 LHDs 

throughout the US. Local Historic Districts 

first appeared in Massachusetts, on Beacon 

Hill and the island of Nantucket, in 1955, 

and shortly thereafter, in 1960, the state 

legislature passed the Historic Districts Act, 

Massachusetts General Law, Chapter 40C, 

granting to municipalities the power to 

establish and govern their own LHDs within 

overall guidelines.    

Since then at least 120 cities and towns in  

Massachusetts have made use of Chapter 

40C and created one or more LHDs, 

including communities from Lenox to 

Provincetown. Protected homes and 

properties within Massachusetts’ historic 

districts date from mid 17th  through to 20th 

century.  Many districts have a mix of 

periods within a neighborhood, reflecting 

patterns of development as the town grew 

and evolved. There are districts on the Cape 

and Islands, in the Berkshires, the old mill 

towns, along the North and South Shore, 

and throughout the history-soaked suburbs. 

Many cities have multiple separate districts. 

Most of Newton’s immediate neighbors, 

including Brookline, Watertown, Wellesley, 

Weston, and of course Boston, have 

multiple districts of their own. LHDs vary 

greatly in land area and number of 

structures.  

Examples of Towns and Cities with Local Historic Districts  

• Concord has 6 LHDs; Arlington and Brookline each have 7.  

• Salem has 4 LHDs, ranging in size from 36 to 424 properties.  

• Marblehead has one large LHD, with close to 1000 properties, virtually all built before 1939, and 

encompassing 250 years of architectural history.    

• Provincetown’s LHD includes 1500 properties throughout the old waterfront village.  

• Lexington’s 4 contiguous districts protect somewhere between 700-800 properties.  

• Lowell’s downtown historic district spans 500 acres.  

• Springfield has 12 LHDs protecting a total of 1447 properties. Two of these areas, Forest Park 

and the McKnight area, each encompass more than 400 properties, with a particular focus on 

structures from the decades between 1880 and 1920 .  

  

  

What is a Local Historic District and how common are they?  
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Isn’t West Newton Hill already a local historic district?  

No.  About 100 homes on WN Hill are listed on the National Register of Historic Places, either 

individually or as part of a National Register district. Many others are recorded by the Mass Historical 

Commission as historic resources.  These designations recognize the significance of the architecture 

and/or the history of the buildings.  However because the neighborhood doesn’t have a local historic 

district designation, there is no protection against major changes or demolition and no review of the 

design of new houses.  

  

Does Newton have other Local Historic Districts?  

Yes, the City of Newton has four LHDs, all created through community initiatives. Newton Upper 

Falls LHD (1976) includes 192 properties. Chestnut Hill LHD (1991) includes 252 properties. 

Newtonville LHD (2002) includes 113 properties. In 2005 the Auburndale LHD was created, 

encompassing 276 properties.  Residents in Newton Highlands and Waban are also working on similar 

proposals for LHDs to protect the historic character of their neighborhoods.  

What is proposed now for WN Hill? The current proposal under study is for a Local Historic District 

including about 340 properties.  For a map of the working boundaries, see the website “Learn” tab.   

  

Does a Local Historic District mean a freeze on any changes or improvements?  

No! Change and updating of homes will always be necessary and healthy, and many examples of 

renovations and additions have enhanced the attractiveness of the neighborhood. Families can continue 

to adapt homes to 21st century needs, and this can be done with an eye towards the impact on the visual 

fabric of the neighborhood.  Many architects and developers understand the guidelines of historic 

districts and are able to work within them with positive and creative results.  

What does a Local Historic District Commission review?  

Review is based on state law and the Newton City Ordinance, with some room for modification by the 

neighborhood. Because the vast majority of homes on WN Hill are over 50 years old, they are already 

subject to review of major exterior alterations; this review shifts to a local commission in an LHD.  

   A Local Commission does NOT review:  It does review/comment on:  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Interior changes  

Routine exterior maintenance Exterior 

changes not visible from a  

public way  

Storm doors and windows  

Paint or roof colors  

Small telecoms antennae;AC units 

Landscaping, walks, sidewalks, other 

changes at grade  

  

  

  

Demolition requests – some will be 

permitted; can deny if warranted based on 
historic importance of structure  

Exterior changes which are visible from the 

street (excluding those on the list to the 

left); can suggest modifications to plans 

based on compatibility with the street 

context  

New construction, to look for  

appropriateness of exterior design, scale 

and setback within the context  
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When applications are reviewed by staff, many will get a Certificate of Non-Applicability, meaning the 

homeowner can proceed without meeting with the Commission.  In specific circumstances, a Certificate 

of Hardship can be issued.  

Who are the members of a Local Historic District Commission?  

The Mayor of Newton appoints 7 Commission members, specifically including an architect, a realtor, 

and a lawyer. WN Hill has many who are qualified. At least two members of the commission should 

live in the neighborhood.  

What is the impact of preservation on the economic value of neighborhoods?  

Based on a large number of studies looking at whole neighborhoods over a period of decades, property 

values generally either move in tandem with those of comparable homes outside a district, or increase 

more steeply compared to similar homes in non-designated districts. See website for citations.  

While some homebuyers prefer neighborhoods with modern homes and few restrictions, other families 

are particularly drawn to neighborhoods that have maintained their historic architecture and character 

and where there is some continuing assurance of the appearance of neighboring houses and the 

surrounding streets. Nearby incompatible construction can decrease values. However, it is difficult to 

state precisely what will impact the value of each individual home.    

Local Historic Districts can command a premium due to prestige, stability and uniqueness.  Notably, 

many of the greater Boston area’s most desirable neighborhoods are in LHDs.   

If my house is included in a district, does that mean I have to make my house look historic?  

No! You can definitely retain the current look of your house. Routine maintenance, changes to the rear 

that can’t be seen from the street, as well as any interior changes are completely exempt. If your home 

is over 50 years old, you would normally need to submit plans for any significant addition to the 

Newton Historical Commission, so in a Local Historic District that review would instead be done 

through a neighborhood commission instead.  

What other options are being considered?  

One option is the “do nothing” approach, relying on market forces and existing City zoning. We have 

studied preservation tools in use elsewhere, and have focused on tools available in the City of Newton.   

What has been done so far and what are the next steps for West Newton Hill?  

The current preservation initiative started because of a strong level of interest in documenting the 

neighborhood’s architecture and history, as well as a concern about development trends in the 

neighborhood.  Many neighbors expressed interest in finding out about preservation options.  

Community outreach continues.   

So far there have been has 2 hard copy mailings to over 300 households, an anonymous survey, a 

community meeting,  smaller house meetings for groups of neighbors, and updates sent to those who 

signed up for the email list.  
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 The Newton Historical Commission voted on June 23, 2016, to request a study, which is being 

coordinated by the West Newton Hill Preservation Initiative. The study follows guidelines set 

by the Mass Historical Commission (MHC).  

  The ground work for the research report is being done by volunteers, including advice from 

Historic Newton.  The cost of the study is not being paid for by the City.  

  As well as research, the ongoing process involves neighborhood dialogue and consultation 

between residents, City staff and members of the City Council.   

  The preliminary study report is being submitted to the Newton Historical Commission in January 

2017. It is available to all members of the community for review online, or a hard copy can be 

requested. After being accepted by the NHC, the report will be submitted to the City Planning 

Department and the MHC.  

  There will be a Public Hearing on the issue to be held at least 60 days after the NHC has 

submitted the report to the Planning Department and the MHC.  

  Eventual vote on the formation of a LHD by the City Council (2/3 for approval).  

How can I learn … about the history of our neighborhood? … about the history of my home?   

The report on the history and architecture of West Newton Hill, illustrated with color photographs is 

available through the website. Hard copies can also be provided on request.  

There is now documentation of the history and architecture of all the houses in the area. Contact the 

Preservation Initiative to find out more. If your home is already listed in the National Register of 

Historic Places, either individually or in one of West Newton Hill’s National Register Districts, or is 

recorded as an historic resource by the Mass Historical Commission, information on the history and 

significance of your home can be found through digital records (mhc-macris.net). You can also request 

House Marker research from Historic Newton at the Jackson Homestead.   

If you are not using City of Newton funds, how is the study being financed?   

Over 30 volunteers have been working on the preservation initiative and doing research for the study 

report.  Some funds from community members have been raised to cover administrative costs as well as  

input of a professional preservation consultant.  

Tax deductible donations to help cover these expenses can be made via the fiscal partner, the Land  

Conservation and Advocacy Trust. See this link  https://www.givingtools.com/lcat/ and click on West  

Newton Hill Preservation.  Checks can be sent to the Land Conservation and Advocacy  

Trust at 873 Concord Street, Framingham, MA  01701, writing “WN Hill Preservation” in the memo 

line.  If you have questions about contributing, please contact wnhpreservation@gmail.com  

How can I get involved?  

If you would like to share ideas about options, volunteer your time for research, or co-host a meeting in 

the neighborhood, go to the website to complete a contact form, whatever your views, questions or 

concerns, and one of your neighbors will be in touch. 
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