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email:  wnhpreservation@gmail.com 

 

A group of neighbors on West Newton Hill has been looking into the pros and cons of having a 

Local Historic District, which is one option used by communities throughout the country to 

preserve the architectural fabric of a neighborhood, while giving room for updating to meet the 

needs of 21st century families. The purpose of this note is to update you on this initiative and to 

invite your comments and questions. 

 

Background: Rationale for considering options 

West Newton Hill has an unusual collection of over 250 homes built over 100 years ago, many 

from the 1880’s and 1890’s and some over 150 years old (see Table 1, page 4). About 100 of 

these homes are included within three National Historic Districts as designated by the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission. Many other nearby homes are equally significant in 

architectural and historical terms and have been recorded and inventoried as Massachusetts 

Cultural Resources (see mhc-macris.net). 

 

Newton, like other towns surrounding Boston, has seen an increase in demolitions and 

demolition requests. Since the start of 2016, five more homes on WN Hill have started the demo 

delay period including two homes on Chestnut Street which are on the National Registry of 

Historic Places (see Table 2). While the Newton Historical Commission deemed these houses as 

“preferably preserved”, currently the most they can do is to set a 12 or 18 month demo delay.   

 

Change and updating of homes will always be necessary and healthy, and many examples of 

renovations and new construction have enhanced the attractiveness of the neighborhood. In 

contrast, neighbors point to examples of less compatible new construction, such as the new 

homes on Forest Avenue, on the corner of Temple and Putnam, and on Ascenta Terrace. People 

also point to the white house on Chestnut and Wykeham built over 20 years ago as an example of 

construction that has detracted from the visual fabric of the neighborhood.  

 

Views differ on what is best for the community. Some favor leaving all decisions up to each 

property owner and letting market forces determine what WN Hill will look like in the future. 

http://www.wnhpreservation.org/
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Others have expressed concerns that there may be a “tipping point” when the cumulative impact 

of these changes ultimately reduces the beauty of our neighborhood, potentially detracts from the 

value of our homes, and irreplaceably changes what makes West Newton Hill distinctive and 

what brought us to this neighborhood initially. 

 

What is a Local Historic District? 

Local Historic Districts have been set up throughout the country, and in over 100 communities 

throughout Massachusetts. The main purposes are: 

 to preserve and protect the fabric of historic areas and some of the distinctive features of 

historically significant buildings 

 to encourage new buildings and additions to adopt compatible designs 

 to provide protection from demolition where warranted with a preference for renovation. 

Newton currently has four LH Districts, which encompass clusters of buildings and open spaces 

in Newton Upper Falls (since 1975), Chestnut Hill (since 1986), Newtonville and Auburndale 

(both started in 2002). Currently, neighbors in Newton Highlands are also looking into this. 

 

Being part of a LH  District does come with some additional requirements, in that a LHD 

Commission will need to review some exterior changes to your house as seen from a public 

byway (see chart below).  For the majority of homes on WN Hill which are over 50 years old, 

exterior alterations in any case must be submitted to the Newton Historical Commission. If we 

had a LH District, the review process would be carried out instead by a neighborhood-focused 

local district commission (see Table 3). 

While some commissions apply stricter guidelines (e.g. Nantucket, Beacon Hill, Chestnut Hill), 

others have a more flexible and pragmatic approach, aiming not to stop change, but rather to 

encourage compatible repairs and adaptation to modern use and needs. 

Local Historic  District Commissions -          

-  do NOT  review: 

 

- do  review: 

 Interior changes 

 Routine exterior maintenance 

 Exterior changes not visible from a public 

byway 

 Storm doors and windows 

 Paint or roof colors 

 Small telecoms antennae; AC units 

 Landscaping, driveways, other changes at 

grade 

 Demolition requests – can deny if 

warranted; some will be permitted 

 Exterior changes which are visible from 

the street  (excl those on the list to the left); 

can suggest modifications to plans based 

on compatibility with the street context 

 New construction, to look for compatibility 

and appropriateness of exterior design, 

scale and setback. 
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Next steps for West Newton Hill: 

 Determine if there is sufficient interest in the community to keep exploring this option 

 Ask the Newton Historical Commission for authorization to form a Study Committee – 

potentially on the Commission’s agenda for its June 23rd meeting 

 Recruit volunteers from the neighborhood to help build files with digital photos, and 

research the history of each house, drawing on resources in the archives at the Jackson 

Homestead to complete inventory forms or update existing records. 

 Appoint a professional preservation consultant to carry out a study, including a review of 

the overall rationale and boundaries, according to specifications set by the MA Historical 

Commission 

 Submit a study report to the MA Historical Commission, and the City planning 

department, which will be available to the public 

 Schedule a public meeting or meeting(s), with at least 60 days’ advance notice 

 Eventual vote by the City Council (needs 2/3 to approve) 

There are currently no set boundaries defining exactly which homes would be within a potential 

WN Hill Local Historic District. For purposes of communication and neighborhood outreach, we 

have included a wide area of approximately 370 homes, within the area north of Comm Ave, 

south of the Mass Pike, east of the Peirce School, and west of Forest Avenue.  This encompasses 

the three existing Nat’l Historic District areas on WN Hill, as well as other streets connecting 

them, with homes in a range of architectural styles.  Maps of the neighborhood can be found on 

the website www.wnhpreservation.org under the “Learn” tab. Boundaries would likely evolve 

during the study process. 

Your views 

Several community meetings have been held during the past 3 months, including one on May 1st 

to which 370 homeowners were invited in a mailing sent on April 1st.  Many have expressed their 

ideas and viewpoints. The April mailing contained an anonymous survey. Results on the yellow 

survey cards based on the 20% who have responded to date: 

Would you like to see more steps to encourage preservation/discourage demolition of historic 

homes on WN Hill?                          YES – 67        NO – 7     Not sure/need more info  - 6  

If there is a study to research a potential Local Historic District, would you like to see your 

street included in the scope?            YES – 64         NO – 8      Not sure/need more info -  8 

 

Given the importance of this topic, we are eager to hear from more neighbors, and to make sure 

you have an opportunity to become familiar with the pros and cons of being part of a Local 

Historic District. For more detailed information, see the website, where you can also fill out a 

contact form. Provide your email address for future notices. Share your views and questions. We 

are aiming to set up informal social/information get-togethers in June; if you would like to host 

or co-host an event with your neighbors, let us know.  

http://www.wnhpreservation.org/
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Note:  This is in the exploratory stage. Further steps will depend on the level of support from 

those within the neighborhood, and there will be more opportunities for public discussion. 

 

Table 1:  Construction years of a group of about 370 homes on West Newton Hill (number of homes by decade) 

 

 

Table 2: Examples of homes on West Newton Hill currently in the demolition delay period 

Address Year 

built 

Historic name of house Lot size - sq ft Style 

128 Chestnut St 1854; 

1900 

Henry Lambert House. Natl Reg 

of Historic Places 

38,288 Colonial Revival; Queen Anne 

219 Chestnut St 1917 Herbert L. Felton House 100,345 Colonial Revival; brick 

174 Valentine St 1917 Florence and Frank Huckins 

House 

60,083 Colonial Revival; brick 

271 Chestnut St 1911 Charles Noyes House. Natl Reg of 

Historic Places 

30,000 Craftsman. Stucco 

128 Highland St 1870s Charles F. Howland House 30,103 Shingle, Colonial Revival 

16 Fountain St 1886 Elizabeth A Thurston House. Natl 

Hist District 

22, 292 Colonial 

 

Preliminary Steering Committee:  Ed Chang, Harriet Christina Chu, Peter Dimond, Laura Foote, Laurie Gill, Susan 

Sylligardos, Robert Tuchmann, Emily Venanzi.   Advisors: Caroline and Larry Schwirian, Claudia Wu.  Webmaster: 

Lorraine Gray. Administration:  Kate Flather.                            ***  More volunteers will be welcome *** 
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