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CAMBRIDGE HISTORIC DISTRICTS

Our Historic Past

Cambridge has two historic districts, the Qld
Cambridge Historic District and the Fort
Washington Historic Distelct, which recognize
and protect the city's.early history: On Brattle
Street, the famous “Tory Row"” mansions form
the core of the Old Cambridge Historic District,
one of America’s finest collections of residential
architecture. The Forl Washington Historic
Dhstrict, on Waverly Street in Cambridgepaott,
includes the sole remnant of the earthwork
fortifications that protected Cambridge during
the Revolutionary War. Together, these distiicts

are among the ¢ity’s most precious historic assets,

Historic District Protection

Historic districts are areas in which historic
buildings and their settings are protected by
public review. Historic district ordinances are

local laws that are adopted by communities using
powers granted by the state. Cambridge’s historic
districts are governed by the provisions of the
state’s enabling legislation lor historic districts,
Chapter 400 of the Massachusetts General Laws.

The purpose of this legislation is:

Lo proemerte the edncational, cultural, economic,
anel gemeral welfare of the public through the
preservation and pratection of distinctive
characteristics of buildings and places signif-
icant i the history for areliitecturs | of the
commanwealth and (85 cities ard fowers L
and Hrrongh the salmfenarice and improve-
ment af settings for such buildings and places
and e encouragenint of design compatible
Hrerenvithn,

Chapter 400 became law i1 1960; since then,
miore than a hundred communities across
Massachusetts have adopted its provisions to
protect their histaric and architectural heritage,

Cambridge established four small, scattered
districts around the Common and along Brattle
Street in 1963, In 1976, they were consalidated
and expanded 1o take in nearly all of Brattle
Street, from Mason Street Lo Fresh Pond Parkway.
Berkelew and Follen streets were added in 1986
and Arsenal Sgquare in 1998, The Fort Wash-
ington Historic District was established in 1982,

The Public Benefit

Historic districts comprise the city's finest
historic and architectural resources. Inclusion in
4 historic district signifies that a property can-
tributes to an ensemble that is worth protecting
b virtue of its historic importance or architec-
tural quality. Histaric districts deserve special
protection because thev enhance our shared
quality of life.

The country's first histaric districts, in Charles-
tom, South Caralina (1931), and New Orleans’
French Quarter (1937), recognized that the pro-
tection of unique historic areas was necessary to
ensure that they would be preserved for all to
enjoy: Mantuckel and Beacon Hill, the first



histaric districts in Massachusetls, were adopted
in the 1950s and were upheld by Massachusetts'
supreme Judicial Court in 1959,

The L5, supreme Court affirmed the constitu-
tiomality of protective designations in a 1978
case concerning Grand Central Station. Such
designations are constitutional if they do not
deny reasonable use of a property and if they
serve i substantial public purpose,

The Effect of Designation

The Cambridge Historical Commission is em-
powered to regulate changes that affect the
publicly-visible features of properties within
historic districts. Such features are those thal
are open to view from a public way, However,
before an applicant can undertake anv work an

a property in a historic district, the Commission
must first issue a Certificate of Appropriateness,
Hardship, ar Non-Applicability.

Questions and Answers
for Property Owners

What is a Certificate of Appropriateness?

A Certificate of Appropriateness is a document
issued by the Historical Commission permitling
alterations 1o publicly-visible exterior architec-
tural features of properties in a historic district.
It certifies that the alterations are “not incon-
gruous to the historic aspects or the architectural
characteristics of the surroundings and of the
historic district.”

The certificate incorporates plans and specifi-
cations submitted as evidence of the proposed
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work and forms the basis of the Commission’s
agreement with the applicant on how changes
can be made to the property. Certificates are valid
tor six months from the date of issue, They can
be extended once for a further six months, on
the written approval of the Commission chair.

Do I need to-get a certificate for interior work?

A certificate must be obtained from the Histori-
cal Commission before the Inspectional Services
Department will issue a building permit. A
Certificate of Non-Applicability will be issued
for changes that affect interiors or exterior
architectural features not visible from a public
way. This signifies that the Commission's
jurisdiction does not apply to the kind of work
proposed, No certificate is needed {or interior
work that does not require a building permit,

If the work proposed in an application clearly fies
in dn area not regulated by the Commission,
Certificates of Non-Applicability can be issued by
the staff on receipt of anapplication and without
a public hearing.

Are there other Kinds of certificatis?

Yes. The Commission may issue g Certificate of
Hardship for work that is otherwise inappropriate
if it determines, at a public hearing, that Failure
to approve an application would entail 4 sub-
stantial hardship, financial or otherwise, and that
the work would not be a significant detriment to
the district.

Regardless of the type of certificate needed,
Chapter 40C states that no property in a historic
district can be constructed, altered, or demo-
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lished until the Historical Commission has first
issued a certificate for the work: In Cambridge,
all aspects of exterior changes to historic district
properties are reviewed, regardless of whether a
building permit is required. This includes paint
and roof color, lemporary sign$ and structures,
walls, fenices, driveways, replacement windows,
and new window air conditioners.

The Historical Commission does not require a
hearing or Certificate of Appropriateness for
storm windows and storm doors that match
the underlying window or door in shape,
configuration, and color.

How do I apply for a certificate?

Applications for certificates are available at the
Cambridge Historical Commission office or on
its web site, www.ei.cambride.meaus/~Historic,
Instructions for completing the application and
i list of required attachments are included on the
form. Completed applications should be returned

to the Commission office. Deadlines for submit-
ting applications may be obtained on the web

site or by calling the office.

How docs the Comprrission conduct 18 review?

The Historical Commission meets monthly, All
but the most inconsequential projects are re-
viewed in a public hearing, which provides an
open forum for discussion. Abutters to the pro-
perty, the Planning Board, the City Clerk, and
any others the Commission desms to be affected
are notified of the hearing. The Commission is
also required to advertise its hearings ina news-
paper of general circulation 14 days in advance,

What are the standards for the Commission’s
review?

The Commission considers each application
individually to determine what sorts of changes

are appropriate, The historic development pat-
terns, architectural characteristics, and visual




qualities of the district form the basis of the
Commission's decision on what constitutes
appropriate changes. Chapter 40C directs the
Commission to review applications in view of
“the historic-and architectural value and signif-
icance of the site, building or structure, the
general design, arrangement, texture, material
arud color involved, and the relation of such
features to similar features of buildings and
structures in the surrounding area.”

Droes being in a historic district mean Tean never
change the appearatice of my property?

No. Properties in historic districts are not [rozen
in time, Historic district protection is designed
torensure that when changes occur, they do nol
destroy the unique qualities that make the
district a special place.

Wihe serves an the Historical Comimission?

The Commission is made up of district restdents
and professionals in architecture, landscape
architecture, law, real estate, and history, Came
mission members are appointed by the City
Manager and confirmed by the City Councii,
The Commission's professional members often
waork with a property owner to develop design
solutions that respect both the historic qualities
of the district and the needs of the property
awner. In addition, the staff is available to
discuss proposed alterations informally,

Crther Forms of Protection

In addition to the historic districts, parts of Mid
Cambridge; Avon Hill, Harvard Square, the Half
Crown and the Marsh neighborhoods are pro-
tected by neighborhood conservation districts,
and many individual buildings are designated as
landmarks, Every building in Cambridge mora
than 50 years old is subject to demolition review,
and about 2,000 buildings are listed on the
Mational Register of Historic Places. Call the
Commission office for information about any
praoperty in Cambridge,
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Cambridge Historical Commission

831 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02139

617 349 4683 phone

G617 349 3116 facsimile

617 3426112 TTY
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