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Summary and Recommended Actions 

The Cambridge Historical Commission voted in September 2019 to initiate a study of the East 

Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District in response to citizen concerns about rapid de-

velopment and inappropriate renovations of significant buildings in the study area.  

The City Manager appointed the East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Study 

Committee in January 2020. The committee met monthly from January to March 2020 and re-

sumed meeting remotely in January 2021. Attendees, who included many interested parties and 

members of the public, discussed the goals and guidelines that would be appropriate for East 

Cambridge and the application of those goals and guidelines to matters of demolition, new con-

struction, and alterations. This Preliminary Report was adopted by the Study Committee on April 

20, 2022 and released for public comment. The Committee expects to convene in July 2022 to 

consider a recommendation to the Historical Commission and the City Council.  

An East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District, if adopted, would regulate demolition, 

new construction, and certain exterior alterations to existing buildings with the goal of protecting 

the architectural character of the area while allowing appropriate change and development.  

NCDs do not regulate exterior features not visible from a public way, interior features, landscap-

ing, paint colors, and normal maintenance activities. The Study Committee recommends exempt-

ing additional non-destructive activities, such as new siding and alterations that do not change 

window or door locations and leave significant historical features intact; replacement windows 

(with certain conditions); all sorts of vents, heating and air conditioning equipment, solar panels, 

charging stations, most roofing materials, skylights, fences 4’ high or less in front of a building 

or 6’ high or less behind the front wall, and so on. On Cambridge Street, restoration of original 

storefronts would be encouraged, and zoning-compliant signs would be exempt from review. 

Throughout the study process the committee has worked to ascertain the appropriate jurisdiction 

needed to protect historic resources without unduly burdening residents and property owners. 

The current proposal expresses the committee’s desire to preserve significant buildings from 

demolition or inappropriate alterations, maintain original architectural detailing where existing, 

permit non-destructive alterations and allow for architectural diversity in new construction. A 

goal statement, ten secondary goals, design guidelines, and a proposed scope of jurisdiction have 

been drafted to guide the reviews by a future East Cambridge NCD commission. 

Proponents argue that the public benefits of a district would help conserve significant buildings 

in the historic core of East Cambridge, protect generational ownership and ‘naturally-occurring’ 

affordable housing, support smart growth, provide a public forum for comments on development 

projects, and encourage storefront revitalization on Cambridge Street. 

Opponents disagree with these findings. They fear that the unintended consequences of a neigh-

borhood conservation district might include increased costs, the prospect of deferred mainte-

nance, a stifling of creativity, unnecessarily long delays, and arbitrary and capricious decisions 

by an NCD commission. 

If adopted, a neighborhood commission comprised of residents and property owners would be 

appointed to review applications for new construction, demolition, and some alterations on prop-

erties within the district. Demolition and new construction would always be subject to review, 
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decisions on alterations would be either binding or non-binding based on the scope of work and 

if the property is included in the National Register of Historic Places. 

When approved by the Study Committee, this Preliminary Report will be transmitted to the 

Cambridge Historical Commission for discussion at a public hearing. If accepted by the Com-

mission a Final Report will be forwarded to the City Council with a recommendation for adop-

tion of the amended Order establishing the district. 
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I. Historic and Architectural Significance of the East Cambridge Neighborhood 

East Cambridge is one of the oldest and most distinctive neighborhoods in the city. Founded in 

the earliest years of the 19th century, it contains Cambridge’s only fully-planned grid of streets, 

densely settled with vernacular buildings that house the area’s constantly evolving population. 

For many decades a largely working-class community of immigrants and their descendants, East 

Cambridge today is still a largely intact island of naturally-occurring affordable housing bor-

dered by some of the most valuable real estate in the United States. 

A. Introduction 

East Cambridge in the 17th and 18th centuries was a landscape of upland and salt marsh, sur-

rounded by vast mud flats at low tide, almost entirely isolated from the rest of Cambridge and 

Boston. The dividing lines changed over the decades as the tides swept in and out, eroding some 

areas and building up others. Much of the area was rich in oysters and provided abundant natural 

resources for the Indigenous people who first inhabited this area.  

In the 17th century, colonists called the East Cambridge area Graves’ Neck for its owner and first 

English settler, engineer Thomas Graves. One of a swarm of drumlins between the Charles and 

Mystic Rivers, East Cambridge formed the northernmost of a series of hills that rose out of the 

salt marshes north of the Charles River. East Cambridge was effectively separated from the rest 

of Cambridge by the expansive salt marsh to the south and west known as “the Great Marsh”. 

East Cambridge was further isolated by Oyster Bank Bay and Gibbons’ Creek, large bodies of 

water to the east and north respectively, which distanced the area from Boston and Charlestown.  

By the late 19th century all the marshes had been filled in. East Cambridge became contiguous 

with Cambridgeport, but the extent of the former watery landscape is still evident in the street 

pattern today. South of Charles Street and west of Sixth Street the street grid is more open than 

in the original upland area. Blocks vary in size, the landscape is flatter, and there is more open 

space. This irregular area marks the extent of the original "Great Marsh". 

Cambridge and Boston in 1640         CHC 
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The northern edge of East Cambridge was also transformed in the 19th century. Beginning in the 

1830s, the Miller's River was gradually filled to create solid land, thus eliminating the water 

transportation that had been so important in attracting industry to this side of East Cambridge. 

The last remnants of the original marsh landscape and tide flats which had characterized the area 

for so long were obliterated in the 1890s when the eastern edge of East Cambridge was filled to 

create a seawall on the Charles River Basin.  

B. Early Century Land Use and Ownership 

Thomas Graves sold his grant in 1634 to Atherton Haugh, whose descendants farmed Graves 

Neck for four generations before selling to a Boston merchant in 1699. Seven years later future 

Lieutenant Governor Spencer Phips bought the Haugh property, and by the time of his death in 

1757 he had accumulated 326 acres that extended inland to Columbia Street and south to Main 

Street. This property, which was operated as two separate farms, was divided up and passed to 

Phips’s children and grandchildren. 

Although Phips was descended from early Puritan stock, he had long since converted to Angli-

cism and married his children into the Loyalist West Indian planter families who dominated soci-

ety in pre-Revolutionary Boston. His daughter Mary’s husband, Richard Lechmere, came into 

possession of the most important piece of Graves Neck and bought out most of the other heirs. 

The Lechmeres lived on Brattle Street near their Tory relatives and rented out the farm. They 

moved to Boston in 1771, and when they fled to England Lechmere Point was confiscated by the 

Committee of Correspondence.  

During the Siege of Boston in 1775-76 the American Army fortified East Cambridge with gun 

batteries and earthworks. A British military map also depicts the dikes that farmers had con-

structed to help drain the Great Meadow. 

 
East Cambridge and Boston in 1777      Henry Pelham, A Plan of Boston in New England …, London, 1777 
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Lechmere Point and Fort Putnam during the Siege of Boston. Composite of views taken by Lt. Alexander Robinson 

from Bunker Hill, Jan. 4, 1776 

C. Andrew Craigie and the Lechmere Point Corporation 

The prime figure in the development of East Cambridge was Andrew Craigie (1754-1819), an 

accomplished speculator in land when this was an accepted means of accumulating capital. Born 

in Boston in 1754, Craigie was appointed "medical commissary and apothecary for the Massa-

chusetts army" two weeks after the Battle of Bunker Hill. During his tenure Craigie amassed a 

sizable fortune by speculating in government securities. 

After the war Craigie purchased the John Vassall estate on Brattle street, and in 1795 began se-

cretly acquiring 300 acres of land on Lechmere’s Point. He continued in this vein until 1805, 

when he petitioned the General Court for permission to build a bridge from Lechmere’s Point to 

Boston. With the bridge under construction, Craigie formed the Lechmere Point Corporation and 

sold shares to investors, including Harrison Gray Otis, merchant Israel Thorndike of Beverly, 

and his old colleague Gov. Christopher Gore.  

 
East Cambridge in 1824    Peter Tufts, Plan of Cambridgeport Parish, 1824 
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The Lechmere Point Corporation hired Cambridge surveyor Peter Tufts to lay out lots for sale. 

Tufts' plan of East Cambridge is a regular grid with the main streets running parallel to Cam-

bridge Street and the north-south streets serving as secondary streets. A second regular grid was 

laid out north of Bridge Street and parallel to it. Blocks are a uniform 200 x 400 feet with no al-

leys or service ways dividing them. On the eastern edges of the plan, the blocks are only 295 feet 

long to squeeze in an extra street (Second Street) at the edge of the marsh. The grid pattern was 

likely influenced by the Mount Vernon Proprietors’ development of Beacon Hill, which was suc-

cessfully completed prior to the laying out of East Cambridge. Later extensions of Tuft’s plan of 

East Cambridge were laid out as the neighborhood continued to grow south and west. 

Implementation of Tuft’s plan required many changes to the natural landscape. The drumlin that 

was the most notable feature of Lechmere Point was an irregularly-shaped deposit of undifferen-

tiated glacial till surrounded by salt marshes on all sides. Like Beacon Hill, it offered a conven-

ient source of fill; in 1809 the Proprietors voted to lower the grade of Cambridge Street by six 

feet from its highest point, and it is likely that the summit of the drumlin, which was occupied 

during the Revolution by Fort Putnam was taken down at least as much if not more. Elsewhere 

many level lots were created by excavating into the side of the hill and constructing stone retain-

ing walls that remain a significant feature of the neighborhood. 

 
Stone and brick retaining wall at 60 Gore Street, possibly associated with the construction of the Gore Primary 

School in 1871. Destroyed 2022. 

By 1812 the old courthouse in Harvard Square was so small and out of repair that Middlesex 

County authorities were considering replacing it. Some towns seized upon this opportunity to 

have the county offices moved to Concord, which they argued was more centrally located and 

where a new courthouse and jail had recently been erected. But Craigie and the Lechmere Point 

Corporation envisioned the courthouse would be a catalyst for their project, and in May 1813 of-

fered a grant of land and a gift of $24,000 to construct a new courthouse and jail. In 1813 the 

county accepted the Corporation’s offer and appointed a committee to oversee construction of 

the new buildings at Lechmere Point, instantly creating a demand for residential and commercial 

development in the area.  
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D. Residential Development  

Many of the homes in East Cambridge date from 1820-1870 and represent the progression of ar-

chitectural styles from the early-to-mid 19th century. East Cambridge housewrights initially built 

two-room wood-frame gable-end workers cottages. For the rest of the century, they followed 

three primary house plans, all survivals from the 18th century. These included a four-room cen-

ter-hall plan, a two-room center-hall plan, and a side-hall plan. Housewrights kept building the 

same plans but decorated the exteriors in the Federal, Greek Revival, and Italianate styles. These 

forms were used in single-family detached dwellings, double houses and rowhouses.  

 
East Cambridge in 1854    H.F. Walling, Map of the City of Cambridge (CHC) 

Some of the earliest structures in East Cambridge were the rowhouses located at 45-51 Gore 

Street. The four brick houses have been modified over the years but were constructed in 1821 by 

the Lechmere Point Corporation as speculative houses in a high architectural standard to bolster 

development in the newly platted neighborhood. Though in varied levels of architectural integ-

rity with altered rooflines and detailing, much of the original fenestration and form remains.  

 
Lechmere Point Corp. houses (1821), 45-51 Gore Street. The two units on the right show the original roof form. 
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The Winter Street National Register District includes sixteen houses, fourteen of which were 

worker's cottages built before 1854. Many early residents of the area were employed by the New 

England Glass Company, whose factory was located across Bridge Street (now Monsignor 

O’Brien Highway). The district is the best-preserved streetscape of workers cottages in East 

Cambridge. The homes are typically 1½-story gable-end frame dwellings with entrances at the 

side yards. In the early 19th century, it was common for managers of industry to live near their 

employees, as seen by the Thomas Leighton House, 22 Winter Street (1834), which follows the 

same building form at a larger scale.  

 
Winter Street Worker's Cottages, c.1940      CHC 

Thomas Leighton House, 22 Winter Street, in ca. 1860 and 2016    CHC 

As East Cambridge became more established, larger Greek Revival homes were constructed, 

mostly around the Middlesex County complex. Greek Revival houses which make up a majority 

of houses in East Cambridge and can be found in forms ranging from rowhouses to detached sin-

gle-family dwellings. The style is characterized by Greek and Classical features including gables 

serving as pediments, columns and pilasters, and bold entablatures above entrances and cornices.  
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Greek Revival rowhouses (1842) at 36-46 Second Street  CHC 

The Italianate style emerged from the Greek Revival and proliferated until the late 19th century, 

due to the boxy forms that maximized profits for builders. Early examples commonly borrowed 

the gable roof and side-hall plan vocabulary from the Greek Revival houses built earlier, but 

were distinguished by their brackets, door and window hoods, oriels, and arched windows. Later 

examples featured wide overhanging eaves and brackets. Instances of the Italianate style are 

found in detached, double-houses, rows, and tenements throughout the neighborhood.  

 
109 Thorndike St. (1857), a well-preserved example of the Italianate style with characteristic features. CHC 
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6-14 Max Avenue (1889), a later example of the Italianate style as a multi-family tenement building. CHC 

Early workers housing contrasted with more substantial housing built for Boston commuters and 

courthouse-related professionals. This early suburban development centered near the courthouse, 

along "Quality Row" on Second and Third Streets and up Otis Street to the crown of Putnam 

Hill, a stretch which became known as "Millionaire's Row". The row at 83-95 Third Street 

makes up some of the highest-style residential architecture in East Cambridge. The brick row 

features brownstone trim and mansard roofs punctured by dormers and represents the Second 

Empire style of architecture.  

 
“Quality Row” (1860) 83-95 Third Street.       CHC 
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Later styles including the Queen 

Anne and Colonial Revival are rare 

in East Cambridge. Housing con-

struction in the area virtually ceased 

after 1900, when all available sites 

had been developed. In the second 

half of the 20th century, large apart-

ment complexes including the Tru-

man Apartments (1968) at 27 Eighth 

Street and Thorndike Place (1986) at 

217 Thorndike Street displaced ear-

lier houses.  

E. Churches, Schools, 

and Public Buildings 

Many churches were constructed 

throughout the 19th century as the 

population continued to grow, with industries attracting immigrants from various European 

countries. The churches of East Cambridge have changed along with its population, but the sites 

and some buildings have remained since the 19th century. Earliest extant churches include the 

Third Congregational Church on Third Street (1827) in the Federal style and the Second Baptist 

Church (now St. Francis of Assisi) on Cambridge Street (1838, remodeled 1868, 1890 and 1930). 

The largest church in the neighborhood, Sacred Heart (1874), is among the best examples of Vic-

torian Gothic architecture in the city. A number of churches closed due to dwindling membership 

in the 20th century, with some razed and others converted to other uses, including the modest St. 

Hedwig’s Church at 99 Otis Street (1939) which was converted to residential use in 1998.  

 

St. Hedwig’s Church (1939) at 99 Otis Street. CHC 

As early as 1811, the citizens of East Cambridge petitioned the town to establish a school in their 

district. The first school was built by 1818 and was followed almost every decade thereafter with 

a new building to accommodate the rapidly increasing population: the first Putnam School on 

Otis Street (1825), the Thorndike School and the Otis School (1830s), and a replacement Putnam 

School (1840s). As East Cambridge continued to grow, the modest neighborhood schools be-

came crowded and larger, more architecturally significant schools were built, many of which 

have been demolished. The third Putnam School on Otis Street (1887), the oldest extant school 

140 Otis Street (1895), a rare Colonial Revival in East Cambridge. 
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in East Cambridge, was converted to housing in 1985. Many schools in Cambridge were consoli-

dated, and larger, neighborhood schools were constructed. In 1968, the old Thorndike School on 

Spring Street was replaced by the Robert F. Kennedy School (1969). The Kennedy School is a 

typical example of a Mid-Century Modern school with minimal detailing and clean lines.  

 
Third Putnam School (1887), 86 Otis Street.      CHC 

The civic buildings in East Cambridge make a definitive architectural statement in the neighbor-

hood. The original Middlesex County Courthouse was designed by architect Charles Bulfinch in 

1814. Although substantially rebuilt in 1848 under the supervision of Ammi B. Young, noted de-

signer of Boston's Custom House and later Superintending Architect of the U.S. Treasury, the 

reconstruction closely followed Bulfinch's original conception. The historic Courthouse complex 

and the Registry of Deeds (1896) across Otis Street display a remarkable unity of design; archi-

tectural themes originated by Bulfinch were adopted by the various later architects to create a 

collective grouping of significant civic architecture. The adaptive reuse of the Old Superior 

Court and the Clerk of Courts building by Graham Gund in 1981 is complemented by Bulfinch 

Square Park, a plaza designed by landscape architect Carol R. Johnson in a similar manner to 

Lechmere Canal Park.1  

While the restoration and adaptive reuse of the court buildings has provided valuable open space 

and a revitalized core for the East Cambridge neighborhood, the future of the monumental Regis-

try of Deed building is still undetermined. The Third District Court at 121 Third Street, designed 

by Charles Greco in 1931, also faces an uncertain future as the court system consolidates its fa-

cilities elsewhere. Historic preservation protections should be in place before they are deacces-

sioned by the state. 

 
1 The Middlesex Superior Courthouse, constructed in 1968, was not included in the NCD study area. 
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Middlesex County Complex – Bulfinch Square before and after 1984 restoration by Graham Gund. 

F. Industrial Development 

East Cambridge was the first part of Cambridge to undergo industrial development and until the 

1880s was unrivaled as the industrial center of the city. Most of the early industrial enterprises 

needed access to water and road transportation and large areas of cheap waterfront land, and 

these were available in abundance in East Cambridge. The Charles and Miller's Rivers, although 

tidal, provided access to coastal shipping, while the Middlesex Canal and the Boston & Lowell, 

Fitchburg, Boston & Maine, and Grand Junction (Boston & Albany) railroads gave unparalleled 

access to the interior. Boston, a short walk across the Canal Bridge, provided both a market and a 

labor force.  

In September 1813, the Lechmere Point Corporation’s first sale for industrial purposes was a 

large tract bounded by North Street, Water Street, Short Street and Miller's River purchased by 

Jesse Putnam of Boston of behalf of the Boston Porcelain & Glass Company. While the company 

was in operation just three years, it was the start of East Cambridge as an industrial center. By 

1845 the glass industry was the largest employer in the city. The most important single manufac-

turer was the New England Glass Company, which spanned most of the century from 1818 to 

1888. At its peak, New England Glass employed more than 500 people. Next in prominence was 

the Bay State Glass Company on Bridge Street, although it operated less than 30 years and 

closed after the Panic of 1873. These companies produced diverse lines of high-quality cut and 

engraved flint glass, ruby glass, and molded and pressed glass, as well as lamps and scientific in-

struments. The glass companies brought in skilled laborers from West and Central Europe, many 

of whom lived in tenements north of Bridge Street and along Winter and Gore Streets.  
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The New England Glass Works in 1854. H.F. Walling, Map of the City of Cambridge   CHC 

East Cambridge's early industries settled on the periphery, close to water transportation. Most lo-

cated north of Bridge Street because of easier access to the harbor, but a few industries chose 

Third Street locations south of the courthouse and jail, among them the New England Glass Bot-

tle Company (1826-1845) and a brush manufacturer (ca. 1847-1868). These areas were isolated 

from residential and commercial development, as well as removed from traffic over the bridge. 

The Bottle House Block at 204-214 Third Street (1827) is a remnant of this era.  

Meat processing facilities located in East Cambridge as it offered not only an inexpensive, spa-

cious location but also the advantage of easy waste disposal in the tidal waters of the Miller's 

River. John P. Squire's pork packing business, which occupied 22 acres on Gore Street and em-

ployed a thousand workers at its peak in the 1890s, was by far the largest industry in East Cam-

bridge until the complex was destroyed by fire in 1963.  

 
J.P. Squire’s complex (right) from Medford Street, ca. 1946.     CHC 
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The significance of industrial development in the history of East Cambridge cannot be under-

stated. The influx of working-class jobs and land for development allowed immigrant communi-

ties to thrive, creating a diverse community which remains to this day.  

G. Social History 

While East Cambridge’s early development was controlled by Andrew Craigie and his wealthy 

Boston investors, the community was settled by ambitious New Englanders from rural districts 

and skilled German and Scottish glass workers. In the mid-1840s Irish refugees from the potato 

famines began to flood the Boston area, often settling on the marshy fringes of established settle-

ments and taking any work available. Proximity to Boston and a large labor pool attracted pro-

cessing industries such as John P. Squire’s meat packing plant. As new nationalities—Portu-

guese, Polish, and Italian—settled in the neighborhood, they formed their own churches and so-

cial organizations, gradually displacing the Yankees and, by the 1920s, even the Irish. The popu-

lation stabilized after the passage of immigration restrictions in 1924, and at the beginning of the 

21st century the neighborhood still has significant representation from practically every tradi-

tional immigrant community. 

East Cambridge was also notable as the locus of the first significant environmental regulations in 

America, stemming from the extraordinarily toxic pollution of the Millers River by the Squire 

company in the 1860s and ’70s. Social reformer Dorothea Dix taught Sunday School at the Mid-

dlesex County jail, secured separate facilities for the mentally ill, and agitated for more humane 

treatment of institutionalized populations throughout the country. Women foundry workers se-

cured some of the earliest equal pay protections in the period before World War One. The energy 

and skills of East Cambridge residents supported industries throughout the Boston area for dec-

ades. 

H. Cambridge Street as a Mixed-Use Corridor 

 
Cambridge Street at Third Street, looking east in 1934    BERy collection, CHC 

Cambridge Street has served as the major transportation and commercial corridor of the neigh-

borhood since it was laid out in 1809. The street bisects the residential neighborhood and is lined 

with a broad assortment of uses, styles and periods of construction, representing a cross-section 
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of development of the greater neighborhood. As a commercial district, Cambridge Street exhibits 

a human scale and architectural variety that make it attractive for local retailers and services. 

Commercial buildings on Cambridge Street are quite modest in comparison to its civic struc-

tures. Historically, East Cambridge’s population was too small and downtown Boston was too 

close for the area to develop a significant business district that would draw customers from out-

side the area, but in recent years a few distinctive shops and restaurants have begun to make 

Cambridge Street a destination for the broader community.  

Cambridge Street between Second and 

Sciarappa streets established itself as the 

retail center of East Cambridge by 1850. 

Buildings west of Sciarappa remained 

predominantly residential until popula-

tion growth later in the century encour-

aged many homeowners to build store-

front additions or open stores on their 

ground floors. Only two owners resisted 

this trend, as can be seen at 369-371 

Cambridge Street (1825) and 379-381 

Cambridge Street (1837).  

 

By 1857, retail stores made up two-

thirds of all businesses on Cambridge 

Street, with tradesmen and professionals 

moving elsewhere. In the subsequent 

decades, many homes were altered or 

replaced with modest, wood-frame 

commercial buildings with retail on the 

ground floor and apartments above. 

Typically constructed in the Italianate 

style, which was popular at the time, the 

buildings widely feature flat roofs and 

overhanging eaves with brackets. In 

the1880s, Cambridge Street witnessed a 

development boom west of Fifth Street, 

when many houses were moved to the 

rear of their lots or elsewhere for larger 

commercial structures built on the side-

walk.  

Stores were added to many houses as demand for space increased on Cambridge Street, filling up 

yards to the lot lines and occupying entire ground floors. This trend continued in the 20th century. 

An example can be seen at 635 Cambridge Street (1867), a three-story Italianate building which 

was given a store addition in 1900. This became the site of a popular bar that remains in business 

today. 

635 Cambridge Street (1867) with new storefront, 1906        CHC 

379-381 Cambridge Street (1837)  367-371 Cambridge Street (1825) 
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Storefronts were often set into homes or apartment 

buildings when building out to the street was not pos-

sible. The house at 450 Cambridge Street (1856), with 

a 1901 storefront alteration, retains the side-hall en-

trance that provides access to the residential units 

above. A new entrance and plate glass window were 

added for the retail use. Subsequent alterations in-

clude the perma-stone cladding popular in the mid-

20th century. 

Most purpose-built commercial buildings in East 

Cambridge are relatively modest in comparison with 

its civic and institutional structures, yet some promi-

nent masonry commercial structures remain on Cam-

bridge Street between Third and Sciarappa streets. N. 

F. Goldsmith’s three story building at 303-305 Cam-

bridge Street (1876) is a rare example of elaborate Ital-

ianate brick masonry inset with encaustic decorative tiles. McCloskey & Harty’s four story 

mixed use block next door at 307-313 (1898) is a more modest but still substantial work of archi-

tecture. Casket manufacturer William L. Lockhart’s Queen Anne mixed-use block at 337-343 

Cambridge Street in 1883 features bracketed eaves and a two-story projecting bay that provides 

architectural diversity above the ground level.  

 
303-305 Cambridge Street (right) and 307-313 Cambridge Street (left)   CHC 

 

450 Cambridge Street (1856) with inserted 

storefront from 1901.  CHC 
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William L. Lockhart’s Block, 337-343 Cambridge Street (1883)     CHC 

Notable bank buildings include the Lechmere Bank (1917) a Classical Revival structure which 

was recently incorporated into converted to a pharmacy development, and the East Cambridge 

Savings Bank (1931), a significant Art Deco design with compatible 1970s addition.  

 
East Cambridge Savings Bank, constructed in 1931 (left), with 1977 addition (right)    Steve Rosenthal photo, CHC 

After WWII and through the 1980s, several significant structures between Second and Sciarappa 

streets were replaced with modern buildings and many others were remodeled with post-war fin-

ishes. The most distinguished of these is the former Hastings-Tapley building at 271 Cambridge 

Street, designed in the Post-Modern Style in 1984 and sympathetically altered in 2021. 
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Former Hastings-Tapley Building, 271 Cambridge Street (1984), after renovation  CHC photo, 2021 

At the far west end of Cambridge Street in East Cambridge the Lechmere Theater was razed in 

1957 and replaced by the Pavilion in 1986. Next to the railroad tracks a service garage was re-

placed by a neighborhood health center associated with the LBJ Apartments in 1974, itself now 

demolished. In the same area the one-story stables adjacent to the 1869 Union Railroad Carbarn 

at 619 Cambridge Street were demolished or remodeled in 1962. While this site seemingly offers 

an opportunity for greater density, a recent sale prefigures a remodeling at the current scale.  

Cambridge Street looking east from the railroad crossing, 1974    CHC 
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While current zoning would allow greater heights and density on parts of Cambridge Street, fu-

ture development must be balanced with preservation of significant buildings and careful design 

of replacement structures to preserve the eclectic character of the business district. 

  

 

Union Railway Carbarn (1869) at 619 Cambridge Street in 1899 (top) and 1970 (bottom).  

G. Development Trends 

By the late 19th century, the dense hous-

ing development which typifies East 

Cambridge and the heavy industries that 

were expanding north of the Broad Ca-

nal met along Bent Street. In the 1890s, 

the days of single-family detached and 

row houses in East Cambridge were 

over. Most desirable land was already 

developed, and later developers sought 

to maximize land value with the con-

struction of less-expensive tenement 

housing. The development of dense 

working-class housing encouraged the 

outflow of the middle-class residents at 

the center of the neighborhood. Little 

new development occurred in the neigh-

borhood before all construction ceased 

in 1929 at the onset of the Depression.  

The gradual revival of construction else-

where in Cambridge after 1960 barely 

touched the neighborhood.  

As with many industrial and urban areas 

after World War II, East Cambridge suf-

fered from suburbanization and 137 Otis Street ca.1946, with recently added picture window. 
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consolidation of industries which in turn caused many residents to move to the suburbs for jobs 

and more land.  A few apartment complexes and townhomes replaced modest housing and indus-

trial buildings in the 1980s, though these were not common and the fabric of East Cambridge re-

mained mostly intact. At the same time, many houses and businesses were updated with materi-

als which were available at the time, including asphalt shingles, Permastone, and vinyl siding, 

often covering historic materials. Additionally, it was common for new windows to be installed, 

altering historic fenestration with larger picture windows.  

In the 1980s and 1990s several former industrial buildings on the periphery of the neighborhood 

were repurposed for housing or offices, and many others were razed and redeveloped. Develop-

ment spread from Kendall Square’s success northward into the southern edge of East Cambridge.  

While East Cambridge long seemed isolated from outside influences, it is apparent that the sur-

rounding development and employment opportunities in Kendall Square and Cambridge Cross-

ing have made East Cambridge a more sought after location for investors and residents. 

Development pressure in East Cambridge has caused many life-long and multi-generational resi-

dents to leave the neighborhood, often selling their properties to developers or owners who em-

bark on sometime ill-considered rehabilitation projects to bring the buildings up to current tastes 

and standards. In some of these renovations synthetic siding and enclosures are removed and at 

times uncover historic fabric. While some developers and owners attempt to restore these fea-

tures, others are not interested or seek to lower costs of exterior renovations to maximize interior 

amenities and programming. At 66-68 Otis Street (1846) a developer removed siding as part of a 

gut renovation and discovered historic detailing underneath. However, the developer removed 

original architectural features and altered the historic window openings to accommodate smaller 

windows at the second floor. The design called for four separate entrances at the street until the 

building was given an emergency landmark hearing and protected from further incompatible al-

terations.  

84-94 Thorndike Street in 1970 (left) and 2020 (right). Changed window configuration disrupted the continuity of the block. 
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Several buildings in East Cambridge have recently undergone “gut” renovations that included 

removal of all features inside and out, leaving just a shell of the building to work within. It may 

be necessary to upgrade structures to meet modern codes, but it need not be destructive to his-

toric features that contribute to the neighborhood’s architectural character. 

  

66-68 Otis Street in 1930s (left), 2016 (center), and post-renovation (right). Note original window placement and new 

windows on façade over entrance.          CHC photos 
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II. Preservation Measures in East Cambridge 

 

Development activities in East Cambridge are currently guided by a variety of municipal ordi-

nances and boards that sometimes allow significant projects to proceed with little or no review. 

Only projects in the East Cambridge Overlay Districts that constitute new construction of over 

20,000 square feet in floor area, or that entail applications for variances or special permits, are 

subject to approval by the Cambridge Planning Board and/or the Board of Zoning Appeal. Pro-

jects that involve demolition of a significant building over fifty years old are reviewed by the 

Cambridge Historical Commission, which may result in a twelve-month delay. Currently, neither 

zoning nor existing local historic preservation ordinances can adequately protect the broad range 

of character-defining elements that comprise East Cambridge. No public body reviews altera-

tions, as-of-right construction projects, or demolition of buildings less than fifty years old for 

possible adverse effects on the character of the neighborhood. As-of-right projects currently may 

proceed without public review of their potential for destructive alterations. 

This section describes current zoning regulations; existing and potential historic preservation 

measures, and their effects on property values and rents; and the experience of the Cambridge 

Historical Commission in administering the Study Area in 2019-2021. 

A.  Zoning 

Municipalities use zoning to govern how land may be used and buildings constructed in each 

zoning district. In Massachusetts, M.G.L. Ch. 40A enables communities to establish dimensional 

regulations that specify maximum gross floor area, density, height, setbacks, and open space. 

Projects meeting these basic criteria may be constructed "as-of-right," or without public discus-

sion of design, materials, or appearance. Other projects may require a variance (which may be 

granted if there are unique conditions of the lot that create a hardship for the owner) or a special 

permit. In overlay districts, which are areas of special planning concern, additional special per-

mits may be required by from the Planning Board. The design of such projects may be negotiated 

to bring them into compliance with the specific criteria established for the overlay district, which 

is an important benefit to the public. However, detailed review of a project's design is only un-

dertaken when a special permit is required. 

Zoning in Cambridge as instituted in 1924 initially dictated land use and building density in 

Business, Residential, and Unrestricted (industrial) districts. Parts of East Cambridge, Harvard 

Square, Central Square, and the Massachusetts Avenue corridor connecting them were placed in 

the Unrestricted District with greatest density, while residential districts immediately abutted 

them. In the post-WWII period, concern about the decline of cities led to a remarkable loosening 

of zoning restrictions. In 1960, as urban economies went into free fall, the Planning Board pro-

posed that height and density restrictions be loosened or eliminated to allow the population in 

residential districts and the floor area in business and industrial districts to be doubled over cur-

rent levels "to allow the free market to operate."  

The 1961 zoning revisions, as subsequently amended many times over, bracketed East Cam-

bridge with an Industry A-1 district south of Charles Street and a Planned Unit Development 

overlay north of O’Brien Highway. The commercial corridor of Cambridge Street is in a Busi-

ness A district, while the residential parts of East Cambridge north and south of Cambridge 

Street are in C-1 districts. The Middlesex County buildings between Cambridge and Spring 

Streets are in a BB business district. The East Cambridge Housing Overlay District south of 

Charles Street and along Msgr. O’Brien Highway supports higher density housing in those areas. 
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Figure 1. Table of dimensional requirements for C-1 and Business B districts    CDD 

 

 
Figure 2. Zoning Districts in East Cambridge 
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Figure 3. Overlay Zoning Districts in East Cambridge 

 

1. Influence of Zoning on Current Development 

As a vast majority of East Cambridge buildings were built prior to zoning in Cambridge and are 

presently non-conforming on their lots, the development pressure is different than in other neigh-

borhoods in the city. Where a developer can demolish a home on a larger lot in West- or Mid-

Cambridge and build back the same size or larger as-of-right, the reality is not the same in East 

Cambridge, where lots are much smaller, and buildings are more often within the setbacks and 

above allowed FAR.  

New construction must conform to zoning requirements that are in many cases more restrictive 

than current conditions. As developers cannot easily demolish houses and build back the same 

size in East Cambridge, they often renovate existing structures inside and out to provide maxi-

mum return on investment. This process can result in a loss of important exterior details and fea-

tures. 

One of the catalysts of the ECNCD Study petition was a project at 66-68 Otis Street, a high-style 

Greek Revival double house constructed in 1846. Like many other houses in the neighborhood, 

modest alterations in the mid-20th century covered much of the original detailing under layers of 

siding. In 2016, a developer began a gut renovation of the house. Upon removal of the asbestos 

siding much of the original detailing was found in good condition. However, the developer re-

moved important architectural features and significantly altered window openings on the front 

façade. Further plans proposed changing the paired front doors to four separate doorways and the 

removal of the pediment, both of which were prevented when the Commission accepted a land-

mark petition and the City Council enacted the designation. As developers are often forced by 

zoning constraints to work within the confines of existing buildings, removal of exterior features 
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and installation of simplified, often inappropriate exterior details offer short-term investors a 

higher return on investment. However, failure to retain or restore original building fabric can re-

sult in architectural ambiguity and a loss of craftsmanship that reflects the social and economic 

history of the neighborhood.   

B. Historic Preservation Tools 

Historic preservation, as practiced by municipalities, is an activity that promotes the public wel-

fare by preserving the distinctive characteristics of places and buildings that are significant for 

their history or architecture. Preservation tools available in Cambridge include the National Reg-

ister of Historic Places, a Federal listing administered by the Massachusetts Historical Commis-

sion; historic districts and preservation restrictions enabled by the Massachusetts General Laws; 

and local ordinances allowing review of demolitions and designation of landmarks and neighbor-

hood conservation districts.  

1. National Register of Historic Places  

The National Register of Historic Places is a list of buildings, sites, structures, and objects, as 

well as districts, that are important in American history, culture, architecture, or archeology. It is 

a Federal designation that is administered by the Massachusetts Historical Commission. Proper-

ties on the National Register are also on a companion list, the State Register of Historic Places. 

Listing on the Register recognizes the importance of the site to the community, state, or nation, 

and allows owners to take advantage of tax incentives for renovation or donation of preservation 

easements. National Register listing provides state historic preservation officers an opportunity 

to comment on projects that are funded or permitted by the state or federal governments. Unless 

a project involves such funds or permits, an owner's plans for a National Register property are 

not restricted in any way. 

There are four National Register districts and six individually-listed properties in East Cam-

bridge. These are: 

• East Cambridge National Register District. Approximately 100 buildings primarily on Otis and 

Thorndike streets between First and Fifth streets. The district is largely residential in character, 

although it also includes the former Irving & Casson-A.H. Davenport factory, the Old Superior 

Courthouse, the Registry of Deeds, and the Putnam School. 

• Lechmere Point Corporation Houses National Register District, 45-51 Gore Street and 25 Third 

Street. Brick row houses constructed in 1821. 

• Sacred Heart Church, Rectory, School and Convent National Register District. An entire city 

block on Sixth Street constructed between 1874 and 1906. 

• Winter Street National Register District. Approximately 15 early-19th century workers cottages on 

Winter and Sciarappa streets.  

Individually listed properties include: 

• American Net & Twine Co. factory, 155 Second Street 

• Benjamin Hoyt House, 134 Otis Street 

• Bottle House Block, 204-214 Third Street 

• East Cambridge Savings Bank, 292 Cambridge Street 

• House at 42 Lopez Avenue 

• Union Railway Car Barn, 613-621 Cambridge Street 
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Figure 4. East Cambridge National Register Designations. 

 

2.  Local Historic Districts 

The fundamental tool for historic preservation in Massachusetts is Chapter 40C of the General 

Laws, which authorizes cities to establish local historic districts by a two-thirds vote of the City 

Council. An historic district commission such as the Cambridge Historical Commission has au-

thority to review all new construction, additions, and alterations to structures within the district 

and visible from a public way.  

The Cambridge Historical Commission administers two Chapter 40C historic districts. The Old 

Cambridge Historic District, established in 1963, has been enlarged several times and now ex-

tends along Mason and Brattle streets from Harvard Yard to Fresh Pond Parkway. The Fort 

Washington Historic District on Waverly Street was designated in 1982. 

a. Objectives 

The purpose of historic districts is stated in the enabling legislation, Ch. 40C of the General 

Laws. The Act is intended  

to promote the educational, cultural, economic and general welfare of the public 

through the preservation and protection of the distinctive characteristics of buildings 

and places significant in the history of the Commonwealth and its cities and towns or 

their architecture, and through the maintenance and improvement of settings for such 
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buildings and places and the encouragement of design compatible therewith.2 

The first Massachusetts historic districts on Beacon Hill and Nantucket were established by spe-

cial Acts in 1955 following an opinion of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court that such 

legislation was a constitutional use of the state's power to promote public welfare. The SJC cited 

a United States Supreme Court decision in the case of Berman vs. Parker (1954). 

The concept of the public welfare is broad and inclusive . . . The values it represents 

are spiritual as well as physical, aesthetic as well as monetary. It is within the power 

of the legislature to determine that the community should be beautiful as well as 

healthy, spacious as well as clean, well balanced as well as carefully patrolled.3 

Subsequently, the SJC ruled, in connection with the right of a municipality to prohibit billboards, 

that "aesthetics alone may justify the exercise of the police power," and quoted Article 97 of the 

Amendments to the Massachusetts Constitution, which established the right of the people to "the 

natural, scenic, historic, and aesthetic qualities of their environment."4 

The courts have also upheld historic districts on the grounds of their contribution to the eco-

nomic well-being of a community. The Supreme Judicial Court in a Nantucket opinion noted that 

"the erection of a few wholly incongruous structures might destroy one of the principal assets of 

the town."5  Courts have noted that these benefits may accrue to the individual property owner as 

well as to the community at large, but have considered that public purposes are served if the pub-

lic good, measured in terms of increased property value or business volume, outweighs private 

costs.6  It has been judicially determined that historic district designation does not necessarily 

constitute a taking of private property without compensation, and it has been noted that many 

zoning ordinances are as demanding in their application.7  Once again, the public benefit is held 

superior to a reasonable degree of private sacrifice, a principle that was upheld by the Appellate 

Division of the New York Supreme Court in confirming the landmark designation of Grand Cen-

tral Terminal.8  In upholding this designation, the U.S. Supreme Court also ruled that "states or 

cities may enact land use restrictions or controls to enhance the quality of life by preserving the 

character and desirable aesthetic features of a city."9 

Historic districts cannot be enacted easily or quickly. Chapter 40C requires a survey and report 

on the areas proposed for protection, review and comment by other public agencies, a public 

hearing with notification of all affected property owners, and passage of the historic district ordi-

nance by the City Council by a two-thirds majority. Once a district has been established, the his-

toric district commission reviews all construction and alterations of structures that will be visible 

from a public street, sidewalk, or park.  

The authority of an historic district commission cannot be arbitrarily exercised. The legislation 

requires that a commission "shall not make any recommendations or requirement except for the 

purpose of preventing developments incongruous to the historic aspects or architectural features 

of the . . . district." The Supreme Judicial Court, in reviewing the Nantucket ordinance in 1955, 

 
2  Chapter 373, Acts of 1960, §2 
3  348 U.S. 25 (1954). 
4  John Donnelly & Sons vs. Outdoor Advertising Board (1975). 
5  333 Mass. 773, 780 (1955). 
6  T. J. Reed, Land Use Controls in Historic Areas, 44 Notre Dame Lawyer 3, 387. 
7  333 Mass. 773, 778 (1955). 
8  50 A.D. 2nd 265, 377 N.Y.S. 2nd 20 (1975). 
9  Penn Central Transportation Co. vs. New York City, 438 U.S. 104 (1978). 
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warned that enforcement actions would need to be carefully circumscribed, since in some in-

stances decisions of an historic district commission might give rise to "peculiar hardship and re-

moteness from the legitimate purpose of the act" which would amount to unconstitutional appli-

cations of it. Accordingly, the legislation establishes a time limit requiring a commission to act 

on a petition within a given period and provides for appeal of commission decisions. 

b.  Administration of Historic Districts 

The administration of historic districts is guided by the provisions of Chapter 40C, except as spe-

cially provided for in the local ordinance creating the district, or as established as a regulation by 

an historic district commission. 

All buildings of whatever size or function, as well as all structures, including signs, fences, 

walks, terraces, driveways, walls, light fixtures, or the like, which are "open to view from a pub-

lic street, public way, public park or public body of water", may fall within the review of an his-

toric district commission.10 Building projects that must be reviewed include construction, recon-

struction, alteration, erection, demolition, and removal as they affect exterior features of a struc-

ture visible from a public street, way, or park. Such features may include the kind, color, and tex-

ture of exterior building materials, the color of paint or materials used on exterior surfaces, and 

the type and style of windows, doors, lights, signs, and other fixtures, unless exempted by the or-

dinance or by regulation.  An historic district commission may also impose dimensional and set-

back requirements more stringent than required by the zoning code. 

After reviewing the proposed work, a commission must issue a Certificate of Appropriateness, a 

Certificate of Hardship, or a Certificate of Nonapplicability, as the case may be. No building or 

demolition permit for work in a district can be issued by a building department until a certificate 

has been issued by an historic district commission, unless more than 45 days has elapsed without 

commission action.11 

The authority of an historic district commission is limited by statute: 

The commission shall not make any recommendation or requirement except for the 

purpose of preventing developments incongruous to the historic aspects or the archi-

tectural characteristics of the surroundings and of the historic district.12  

If a commission disapproves an application, it must give its reasons to the applicant in writing. 

However, commissions are specifically authorized to make recommendations for changes which 

would make the application acceptable. If the applicant modifies the application to conform to a 

commission's suggestions, a certificate must then be issued. 

Appeals from historic district commission decisions may be made to the Superior Court, or, if 

the ordinance provides, initially to a panel appointed for the purpose. Standing is granted to "the 

applicant, an owner of adjoining property, an owner of property within the same historic district 

as property within one hundred feet of said property lines and any charitable corporation in 

which one of its purposes is the preservation of historic structures or districts."13  

When an appeal is made to the Superior Court, all "pertinent evidence" shall be heard and the 

 
10  M.G.L. Ch. 40, Section 5. 
11  Chapter 40C permits as much as 60 days. Section 2.78.060 of the City Code requires 45 days in Cambridge. 
12  Chapter 40C, Section 7. 
13  Chapter 40C, Section 5. The City Solicitor has interpreted this definition of standing as including the applicant, 

any abutter, any owner of property within 100 feet of the applicant's property, and charitable corporations as de-

scribed. (Letter of Russell B. Higley, March 10, 1999.) 
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court "shall annul the determination of the commission if it finds the decision . . . to be unsup-

ported by the evidence or to exceed the authority of the commission."14  In practice, the courts 

have supported historic district commission decisions unless they have found evidence of arbi-

trary or capricious actions.  

c.  Establishment of Historic Districts 

Procedures for establishing or expanding an historic district are dictated by Chapter 40C. An his-

toric district study committee prepares a report on the historical and architectural significance of 

the buildings, structures or sites to be protected, a map showing the boundaries of the area to be 

included in the historic district, and an ordinance for consideration by the City Council. 

The report must be submitted to the local planning board and the Massachusetts Historical Com-

mission. A public hearing, for which all affected property owners must be given two weeks writ-

ten notice, must be held no less than sixty days after the report has been released. After the hear-

ing, the historic district commission prepares a final report which incorporates the comments re-

ceived at the public hearing and the recommendations of the planning board and the MHC. The 

report may then be submitted to the City Council, where a two-thirds majority is required for 

adoption. The district or district extension goes into effect when a map showing the boundaries is 

filed with the registry of deeds. 

3.  Landmark Designation  

Protection of individual buildings in Cambridge is exercised under the authority of Chapter 2.78, 

Article III of the City Code, which was adopted in 1981 under the City's home rule authority. 

The ordinance allows individual properties to be designated as protected landmarks using the 

goals and procedures of Chapter 40C. (It was generally assumed at the time that Chapter 40C did 

not permit designation of individual buildings as historic districts; although many Massachusetts 

communities now designate individual buildings under Chapter 40C, Cambridge continues to 

designate landmarks under its own ordinance.)  

Under the landmark ordinance, the Historical Commission may recommend for designation as a 

landmark any structure,  

which it determines to be either (1) importantly associated with one or more historic 

persons or events, or with the broad architectural, aesthetic, cultural, political, eco-

nomic or social history of the City or the Commonwealth or (2) historically or archi-

tecturally significant (in terms of period, style, method of construction or association 

with a famous architect or builder) either by itself or in the context of a group of 

structures.15 

In most respects, a landmark is designated and administered in a manner similar to an historic 

district, although the ordinance allows greater flexibility in tailoring the terms of the designation 

to accommodate the particular circumstances of the landmarked property. A designation study 

may be initiated by a petition of ten registered voters, or by the Commission acting on its own. 

Under an amendment to the ordinance adopted in 1995, the commencement of a landmark desig-

nation study allows the Commission to protect the structure from inappropriate change for up to 

one year to allow preparation of a report and a recommendation to the City Council. Landmarks 

are designated by simple majority vote of the City Council, and designation orders incorporate 

 
14  Chapter 40C, section 12A. 
15  Cambridge City Code, §2.78.180.A 
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by reference the Commission's report on the standards and objectives by which applications for 

changes are to be judged.  

A landmark study can be terminated without a recommendation to the City Council if the Com-

mission decides that designation is not warranted. Sometimes, a property owner will decide that 

it would be more advantageous to donate a preservation easement to the Commission than to 

have the Commission and the City Council continue with designation. As discussed below, a 

preservation easement granted to the City is usually equivalent to a landmark designation. 

4.  Neighborhood Conservation Districts 

Neighborhood conservation districts (NCDs), which are established under the same Cambridge 

ordinance as landmarks, were intended to provide more flexible protection than could be accom-

plished in an historic district under Chapter 40C. Chapter 2.78, Article III provides a legislative 

framework within which proposals for NCDs can be drafted by a study committee, evaluated by 

the Historical Commission, and adopted by the City Council. Districts have been established to 

serve a wide range of objectives, from preventing excessive infill in Mid Cambridge to support-

ing the commercial vitality of Harvard Square. NCDs can be administered by a commission of 

neighborhood residents or by the Historical Commission itself.  

a. Objectives 

The authority to designate neighborhood conservation districts is contained in Chapter 2.78, Arti-

cle III of the Cambridge City Code, which was enacted by the City Council on March 23, 1981 

under the Home Rule amendment to the Massachusetts Constitution.   

Chapter 2.78, Article III was enacted to provide a mechanism and framework to decentralize the 

protection of neighborhoods in Cambridge in a manner beyond that contemplated by Chapter 

40C of the Massachusetts General Laws.  In drafting the ordinance, the Commission found prec-

edent in Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, the act establishing the Boston Landmarks Commis-

sion.  This act authorized the City of Boston to designate architectural Neighborhood Conserva-

tion Districts, protection areas, and protected landmarks.  The Cambridge Historical Commission 

drew on Chapter 772 for some concepts and definitions, but wherever possible adopted the fa-

miliar historic district procedures of Chapter 40C for the new task of neighborhood conservation. 

The purposes of Article III are: 

to preserve, conserve and protect the beauty and heritage of the City of Cambridge 

and to improve the quality of its environment through identification, conservation 

and maintenance of neighborhoods . . . which constitute or reflect distinctive features 

of the architectural, cultural, political, economic or social history of the City; to resist 

and restrain environmental influences adverse to this purpose; to foster appropriate 

use and wider public knowledge and appreciation of such neighborhoods . . . ; and by 

furthering these purposes to promote the public welfare by making the city a more 

attractive and desirable place in which to live and work. 

b. Establishment of Neighborhood Conservation Districts 

Procedures for the establishment of a neighborhood conservation district substantially parallel 

provisions for establishment of historic districts under Chapter 40C.  Any ten registered voters 

may petition the Historical Commission to request the City Manager to appoint a study 
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committee.16  Alternatively, the Historical Commission may initiate the study independently.  

The study committee must prepare a preliminary report which considers the options set forth in 

Article III for the neighborhood conservation district’s review authority, outlines the exact 

boundaries of the area to be designated, presents an architectural and historical justification for 

the area, and includes an order to implement the district. 

Copies of the preliminary report of the study committee must be submitted to the Historical 

Commission, the Planning Board, the City Manager, and the City Clerk.  The Historical Com-

mission must hold public hearing, for which all affected property owners must be given fourteen 

days’ notice, within 45 days of receiving the report.   

After the public hearing, the Historical Commission makes a recommendation to the City Coun-

cil with regard to the designation, which is transmitted with the final designation report to the 

City Manager and the City Clerk.  The order designating the district can be adopted by a simple 

majority.  The designation becomes effective when a map setting forth the boundaries of the dis-

trict has been filed with the City Clerk and recorded at the Middlesex County Registry of Deeds.  

Unless the order provides that the Historical Commission itself will administer the district, it will 

be administered by a neighborhood conservation district commission consisting of five members 

and three alternates appointed by the City Manager. 

Neighborhood conservation districts were established in Mid Cambridge in 1984, in the Half 

Crown area in 1985, on Avon Hill in 1998, and in Harvard Square in 2000. The Marsh NCD, es-

tablished in 2000, was combined with the Half Crown NCD in 2007. 

c. Administration of Neighborhood Conservation Districts  

The administration of neighborhood conservation districts is guided by the provisions of Chapter 

2.78, Article III, except as specially provided for in the order creating the district, or as estab-

lished as a regulation by  the commission administering the district. 

As in historic districts, all buildings of whatever size or function, as well as all structures, includ-

ing signs, fences, walks, terraces, driveways, walls, light fixtures, or the like, which are "open to 

view from a public street, public way, public park or public body of water", may fall within the 

jurisdiction of a neighborhood conservation district commission.17 Building projects subject to 

review include construction, reconstruction, alteration, erection, demolition, and removal as they 

affect exterior features of a structure visible from a public street, way, or park. Unless exempted 

by the order or by regulation, jurisdiction can extend to the kind, and appearance of exterior 

building materials, and the type and style of windows, doors, lights, signs, and other fixtures.  A 

neighborhood conservation district commission may also impose dimensional and setback re-

quirements more stringent than required by the zoning code. 

After reviewing the proposed work, a commission may issue a Certificate of Appropriateness, a 

Certificate of Hardship, or a Certificate of Nonapplicability, as the case may be. No building or 

demolition permit for work in a district can be issued by the building department until a certifi-

cate has been issued by a neighborhood conservation district commission unless more than 45 

 
16  A decision by the Superior Court in the case of Gifford vs. Cambridge Historical Commission (2017) confirmed 

that the Commission can vote to decline a landmark or neighborhood conservation district designation petition, a 

vote is entirely discretionary and not subject to appeal 
17  M.G.L. Ch. 40, Section 5, and similar language in Ch. 2.78.150B. 
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days has elapsed without commission action.18 

A Certificate of Appropriateness will be issued when a commission has determined that a project 

is not incongruous with the conservation of the district; this is the most frequently-issued certifi-

cate. A Certificate of Nonapplicability is issued for a project which a commission determines in-

volves normal maintenance or does not involve an exterior feature, or one not visible from a pub-

lic way. Finally, a Certificate of Hardship may be issued when refusal to issue a Certificate of 

Appropriateness or Nonapplicability would cause the applicant substantial hardship, financial or 

otherwise, as long as there is no substantial detriment to the district. 

Applications for a certificate are made by completing an application form, which includes a de-

scription of the proposed alteration, and submitting the application with “such plans, elevations, 

specifications, material and other information … as may be deemed necessary by the Commis-

sion to enable it to make a determination.”19 These supporting materials generally are the same 

as are required by the Inspectional Services Department for a building permit or by the Planning 

Board or Board of Zoning Appeal for a hearing. As in historic districts, a commission must de-

termine within fourteen days of an application whether a certificate is required. 

In passing on applications for certificates, a commission is required to consider, among other 

things, the historic and architectural value and significance of the site, building, or structure, the 

general design, arrangement, texture, material and color of the features involved, and the rela-

tionship of these features to similar features of buildings in the surrounding area. In the case of 

new construction or additions to existing buildings, a commission must consider the size and 

shape of the building, in relation to both its site and surrounding buildings.20 A commission can 

also establish appropriate designs or lists of materials or the like for the guidance of property 

owners and can decide to exempt certain features from review after the district is established. 

A neighborhood conservation district commission does not regulate alterations to interior ar-

rangements or architectural features not subject to public view.21 Landscaping with plants, trees 

or shrubs is specifically exempted from review, and a district does not prevent ordinary mainte-

nance, repairs, or replacements that do not involve a change in exterior appearance.22 

Finally, it should be noted that the authority of a neighborhood conservation district commission 

is limited: 

The commission shall not make any recommendation or requirement except for the 

purpose of preventing developments incongruous to the historic aspects, architectural 

significance, or the distinctive character of the landmark or Neighborhood Conserva-

tion District.23  

Enactment of a neighborhood conservation district in no way requires owners to alter their prop-

erties, nor requires restoration of a structure to any historical period. Work must be reviewed 

only if it involves a change from that which exists; maintenance or replacement in kind of an ex-

isting feature that is incongruous with the historic or architectural qualities of the district may 

 
18  Chapter 40C permits as much as 60 days. Section 2.78.060 of the City Code establishes the 45 day period in 

Cambridge. Chapter 2.78, Article III does not specify a time limit for action, but incorporates the procedures out-

lined in Ch. 40C, Section 11. 
19  Ch. 2.78.210.C. 
20  Chapter 2.78.220A. 
21  Chapter 2.78.220A. 
22  Chapter 2.78.200. 
23  Chapter 2.78.220.B. This section tracks the language of M.G.L. Ch.40C, Section 7. 
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take place without a certificate as long as there is no change in exterior appearance. 

Applications for certificates are first reviewed by the staff to establish jurisdiction. If the matter 

is beyond the authority of the staff to resolve it is placed on the agenda of the next meeting of the 

commission. The commission reviews applications in public hearings, with notice given to inter-

ested parties. If the application involves an alteration which is considered insubstantial in effect, 

however, the commission may approve the matter subject to a ten-day period for comment or ob-

jection. 

As in historic districts, a commission must give its reasons for disapproving an application to the 

applicant in writing. Commissions are authorized to make recommendations for changes which 

would make the application appropriate. If the applicant modifies the application to conform to a 

commission's suggestions, a certificate must then be issued. 

d. Appeals in Neighborhood Conservation Districts  

Chapter 2.78, Article III, Section 240 applies to neighborhood conservation districts and land-

marks and provides for appeals from three types of action: from the designation of a landmark or 

NCD by the City Council; from a determination of a neighborhood conservation district commis-

sion; and from a determination of the Historical Commission. Standing is granted in the first in-

stance to “any person aggrieved;” in the second, to the applicant or ten registered voters; and in 

the third, to the applicant alone. Appeal of a designation is made to the superior court; appeal 

from a determination of an NCD commission to the Historical Commission; and appeal from a 

determination of the Historical Commission to the superior court. A provision of Ch. 40C that 

allows appeals to a panel appointed by the regional planning agency is not available under the 

neighborhood conservation ordinance. 

5.  Demolition Review 

Cambridge’s demolition delay ordinance, Ch. 2.78, Article II of the City Code, was adopted in 

1979 under the authority of the Home Rule Amendment to provide interim protection for signifi-

cant buildings threatened by inappropriate demolition. The ordinance applies to applications for 

demolition permits for all buildings over fifty years old. The Executive Director’s initial determi-

nation that the building is significant triggers a public hearing before the Historical Commission. 

If the Commission finds that the building is both significant and "preferably preserved" in com-

parison to the replacement project, the Building Commissioner must withhold the demolition 

permit for twelve months.  

Ordinarily, at the conclusion of the delay period the demolition permit will be issued without fur-

ther review, provided that the property owner has all the necessary permits for the replacement 

building. The Commission, however, has the option of initiating a landmark designation study 

for the building during the demolition delay period. This effectively protects the building for up 

to another year while a recommendation is prepared for the City Council. The demolition review 

ordinance does not apply in historic districts or neighborhood conservation districts. 

6.  Preservation Easements 

Chapter 184 of the General Laws allows a property owner to record a preservation easement or 

restriction that will protect the structure from demolition or inappropriate alteration. The Cam-

bridge Historical Commission has accepted preservation easements as an alternative to landmark 

designation. Easements are generally limited to a duration of thirty years, although perpetual re-

strictions are allowed if the property is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Ease-

ments remain in effect when an historic district or neighborhood conservation district is enacted. 
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While the specific restrictions contained in a preservation easement may vary from building to 

building, the more restrictive jurisdiction would apply in the event of an inconsistency between 

the easement and a district. There are currently no buildings in East Cambridge protected by 

preservation restrictions. 

While Cambridge has an extensive array of historic preservation tools, in practice most preserva-

tion initiatives are taken to preserve buildings with obvious historic significance or in response to 

specific development threats. While many East Cambridge buildings are regulated in some way 

(almost all are subject to the fifty-year threshold for demolition review), the neighborhood’s 

many modest but still significant contextual structures are likely to remain unprotected until they 

are in imminent danger. Contextual buildings are sometimes difficult to designate as landmarks, 

but their loss can adversely affect the character of the urban fabric. 

C.  Property Values and Rents in Historic Districts and NCDs 

Over the past few decades, numerous studies have been undertaken to measure the economic im-

pact of historic preservation regulations. While there are variations in scope, location, and meth-

odology among the studies, a sizable number of them focus on the impact of historic districts on 

property values and affordability. Such studies typically examine the value of the affected prop-

erties, the rate of change in values, and/or the contributory value of being within a local historic 

or conservation district. Most of these studies focus on historic districts, not conservation dis-

tricts, and widely conclude that historic districts are in fact associated with a net increase in 

housing costs. However, the opposite is sometimes true for conservation districts. 

A study conducted in New York City between 1980 and 2000 found that local historic district 

properties on a price per square foot basis increased in value significantly more than non-desig-

nated properties.24 Similarly, a study of four towns and cities in Connecticut in 2011 determined 

“in head-to-head square-foot comparisons based on age and style, properties within local historic 

districts were worth more than similar properties not within the districts”.25 It should be noted, 

however, that local historic districts were often established in affluent neighborhoods with larger, 

more valuable, and more architecturally significant properties, and that historic district regula-

tions are typically quite rigorous.  

Neighborhood conservation districts are a means by which neighborhoods can maintain their 

character while allowing change (which is usually discouraged in local historic districts). NCDs 

came about within the past few decades as the field of preservation became more inclusive. Cit-

ies such as Philadelphia, Dallas, and Boston have seen increased desire by neighborhood resi-

dents to establish conservation districts as a tool to retain existing building fabric and affordabil-

ity.26 The conservation district movement embraces vernacular architecture and recognizes the 

importance of social history and cultural diversity, not just preservation of architecturally signifi-

cant mansions built by wealthy citizens and has grown in importance as an anti-gentrification 

movement.  

Academic research on the financial impacts of conservation districts is limited in comparison to 

 
24 Glaeser, Edward L. Preservation Follies (2010) 
25 Connecticut Local Historic Districts and Property Values (2011) PlaceEconomics 
26 https://whyy.org/articles/the-rise-of-the-overlay-how-an-obscure-zoning-tool-is-shaping-philly-again/; Boston 

Globe, “Chinatown residents celebrate new affordable housing …”, August 15, 2021 

 

 

https://whyy.org/articles/the-rise-of-the-overlay-how-an-obscure-zoning-tool-is-shaping-philly-again/
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that of historic districts for two major reasons. First, conservation districts are a much more re-

cent concept than historic districts. Second, conservation district goals and guidelines vary 

greatly between neighborhoods, so generalized comparisons of similar neighborhoods are not 

necessarily valid; conservation districts draft neighborhood-specific standards to meet the chal-

lenges they face and no two are identical.  

One 2008 study analyzing the effects of conservation districting on housing affordability in Dal-

las has been mentioned numerous times by some participants in the ECNCD study process. 27 

The finding that the study “demonstrates a positive and statistically significant relationship be-

tween residential sales prices and properties located within conservation districts” may be true in 

Dallas, but there are numerous variables which are unaccounted for. First, the study focuses 

solely on Dallas conservation districts. Existing conservation districts in Dallas are almost en-

tirely early 20th century single-family homes on large lots; a stark contrast to the complex hous-

ing types and density found in East Cambridge.  

Second, the study does not consider the variety of conservation district standards in Dallas. For 

instance, in Conservation District #15, the Vickery neighborhood, the maximum height allowed 

is 30’ and the maximum number of stories allowed is two stories. The district provides no pro-

tection for demolition but requires new construction to be designed with features of a historic 

style. Allowed to build in the Prairie style (a square box), developers have maximized the size of 

replacement buildings that sell for a higher price per square foot, which increases assessed val-

ues. In another district, CD #6 (Hollywood/Santa Monica), where the height is limited to 24’ (1½ 

stories).  This conservation district provides a much smaller buildable area for developers. As a 

result, CD #6 is stable in prices and is the district least likely to see new construction. 

William Hersch, Chief Planner in the city’s Planning & Urban Design Department, described 

trends in Dallas.  

We have districts that are looking into forming just to help ensure that taxes do not go up.  Old 

Lake Highlands is thinking about becoming a CD.  It is a collection of small, one-story Ranch 

houses that has seen new McMansion construction in the last few years.  This not only dwarfs the 

original houses, but the larger homes garner a much higher price, which in turn increases taxes 

for the neighborhood.  By limiting the number of stories allowed to one story (the Ranch style), 

developers will not see this as a viable place for new constriction, and it could be more finan-

cially stabilized as a result.28 

Due to the dissimilarity of housing types in cities all over the country, coupled with the fact that 

goals and guidelines can vary substantially from one conservation district to another, CHC staff 

felt it would be most effective to understand the role of conservation districting on Cambridge 

properties, not rely on outdated studies in other parts of the country. In this context CHC staff 

worked with other city departments to conduct an in-depth, multi variable study on the effects of 

conservation districts on housing costs and better understand the impact of NCDs on housing 

prices in Cambridge. 

1. Assessed Value Analysis 

Historical Commission staff worked with Cambridge’s Assessing and Geographic Information 

System (GIS) departments to better understand the impact of neighborhood conservation district 

 
27 Conservation Status and Residential Transaction Prices: Initial Evidence from Dallas, Texas. (2008) Journal of 

Real Estate Research 30(2):225-248 Diaz III et.al. 
28 William Hersch to Eric Hill, electronic communication, January 8, 2020. 
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designation on property values. For this study, assessed valuation data rather than sales data was 

used, since assessed data is a public record and provides larger samples than that would be avail-

able from property transactions. Two existing neighborhoods were analyzed by comparing as-

sessed valuations from before they were established as NCDs with the most recent valuations. 

The NCD parcels were compared to parcels in their wider assessing districts, which are generally 

similar in building type and size.  

a. Avon Hill NCD  

The Avon Hill Neighborhood Conservation District contains 285 properties in an area roughly 

bounded by Linnaean Street, Raymond Street, Upland Road and the zoning boundary of the BA-

2 and C-2 districts along Massachusetts Avenue. The Avon Hill NCD was adopted by City 

Council in December 2009.  

 

In the Avon Hill study, fiscal year 2010 assessments (Value Prior to District Creation) were com-

pared to the fiscal year 2021 assessment (Current Value), comparing growth in Assessing Dis-

trict Six within and outside the NCD in the approximately ten years since adoption. The compari-

son found that there was no discernable difference between the two surveyed areas in terms of 

growth in assessed value. The assessed value for parcels both inside and outside the NCD in-

creased on average 90% in 10 years.  

 

In Avon Hill 
NCD? 

Count Value Prior to 
District Creation 

Current Value Average of Pct Increase Average of 
Prior Assess/SF 

Average of Current 
Assess/SF 

Not In District 1788 $517,854 $975,919 90% $450 $852 

In Conservation 
District 

285 $1,164,639 $2,216,658 90% $456 $857 

Grand Total 2073 $606,775 $1,146,498 90% $451 $853 
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The table below breaks out Assessing District Six parcels by type in addition to location in or out 

of the conservation district. Again, there was little to no difference in the change in assessed 

value. It also becomes apparent that initial difference in assessed value between NCD parcels 

and non-NCD parcels was driven by a different mix of uses and building square footage rather 

than any effect of the conservation district on values.  

b. Half Crown-Marsh NCD 

The Half Crown-Marsh Neighborhood Conservation District in Assessing District Eleven con-

tains 160 properties and encompasses two neighborhoods separated by a portion of the Old Cam-

bridge Historic District. The district is located west of Harvard Square between Brattle Street and 

the river, with Hilliard Street on the east and Lowell Street on the west. The Half Crown Neigh-

borhood Conservation District and the Marsh Neighborhood Conservation District were estab-

lished in 1984 and 2000, respectively. The districts were merged in 2007. In the Half Crown-

Marsh study, fiscal year 2000 assessments were compared to the fiscal year 2021 assessments to 

compare differences within and outside the NCD.  

Avon Hill NCD Count Value Prior to 
District Creation 

Current Value Average of Pct 
Increase 

Average of Prior 
Assess/SF 

Average of Current 
Assess/SF 

Single Family 370 $1,417,796 $2,669,081 92% $488 $915 

SF Not In District 217 $1,369,818 $2,546,985 92% $503 $939 

SF In Conservation 
District 

153 $1,485,842 $2,842,250 91% $467 $880 

Condo 1599 $382,816 $725,491 90% $450 $853 

Condo Not In 
District 

1488 $359,774 $682,084 90% $449 $852 

Condo In 
Conservation 
District 

111 $691,702 $1,307,389 89% $461 $865 

Two Family 72 $1,105,322 $2,081,935 89% $349 $656 

Two Fam Not In 
District 

56 $1,046,011 $1,978,836 90% $347 $654 

Two Fam In 
Conservation 
District 

16 $1,312,913 $2,442,781 86% $355 $661 

Three Family 32 $1,298,566 $2,474,075 91% $311 $596 

Three Fam Not In 
District 

27 $1,287,085 $2,462,656 92% $309 $596 

Three Fam In 
Conservation 
District 

5 $1,360,560 $2,535,740 87% $322 $598 

Grand Total 2073 $606,775 $1,146,498 90% $451 $853 
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The study determined that property assessments in the Half Crown-Marsh NCD have risen more 

slowly than those in the rest of the Assessing District. The table below includes assessments for 

residential properties including single family, two-family and three-family buildings. The NCD 

parcels are compared to those outside the NCD within Assessing District Eleven. 

The average assessed value of Half Crown-Marsh NCD properties increased 26.9% over 21 

years, while the average assessed value of non-NCD properties in the Assessing District in-

creased 31.0% in the same period. While the sample size of the non-NCD parcels is smaller than 

in Avon Hill, the results show that no significant change in values attributable to enactment of an 

NCD occurred in either Assessing District.   

2. Rental Analysis 

According to most recent available data, the East Cambridge Study Area contains 3,869 dwelling 

units. Among occupied units, 41% are owner-occupied and 59% are renter-occupied. Since over 

half of all dwellings in the study area are renter-occupied, it is important to understand the im-

pact that establishment of an NCD may have on rental costs. The Cambridge Historical Commis-

sion and Community Development Department (CDD) jointly sought to analyze available data to 

gauge the potential impact on rents of the establishment of an NCD.  

 

In NCD 
District? 

Count Avg of FY2000 Assessment Avg of FY2000 Assess/SF Avg of Current Assessment Avg of Current Assess/SF Average of Pct 
Change 

No 56 $629,236 $247 $2,512,532 $981 310% 

Yes 160 $584,020 $282 $2,066,796 $972 269% 

Total 216 $595,743 $273 $2,182,357 $974 279% 
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The analysis relies on city-wide data provided by the Metropolitan Area Planning Council 

(MAPC) which was scraped from websites advertising units for rent in Cambridge. Data used in 

the analysis spans Quarter 3 of 2017 through Quarter 4 of 2020. CDD used ArcGIS and location 

data provided with the MAPC data set to ensure that all listings included in the analysis were 

from the study area. Default locations, such as zip code and neighborhood centroids, were re-

moved from the data subject to analysis.  

Rental listings were separated into three classifications: NCD listings (i. e., listing located in an 

existing NCD); city-wide listings outside an existing NCD; and city-wide listings outside both an 

existing NCD and neighborhoods where significant large multifamily development has taken 

place, specifically areas in and around Kendall Square, Cambridge Crossing, and Alewife (see 

addendum for the full report, including geographic boundaries). Additionally, rental listings were 

further broken-down by bedroom count, evaluating data for studio, 1-bedroom, 2-bedroom, and 

3-bedroom apartments. 
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In most instances the analysis found that the median rents for units located outside existing 

NCDs exceeds those within NCDs. For example, the median rent of studio apartments outside 

existing NCDs was $210 per month greater than those in districts. Only in the case of 3-bedroom 

units did median rents inside existing NCDs exceed those found elsewhere in Cambridge.29 

3. Conclusion 

While some studies show significant increases in property values in historic districts nationally, 

the record for neighborhood conservation districts is mixed. Studies of the effect of NCDs on 

property values and rents in Cambridge suggest that NCDs do not materially affect property val-

ues or rents. 

• An analysis of Assessing District Six shows no significant difference in values over time 

inside and outside the Avon Hill Neighborhood Conservation District. 

• In Assessing District Eleven, property values in the Half Crown-Marsh NCD have risen 

more slowly than those elsewhere in the Assessing District. 

• Median rents in Cambridge NCDs are lower than elsewhere in the city (excluding Ale-

wife, Cambridge Crossing, and Kendall Square). 

 

D. Results of Temporary Jurisdiction in the Study Area 

When the Historical Commission initiated the East Cambridge NCD Study on October 3, 2019 it 

adopted interim guidelines for review of building permit applications. For the next two years 

CHC staff reviewed all permit applications in the study area, signing off on those where the 

Commission had no jurisdiction and referring others to the Commission where necessary.  

The following interim guidelines for residential areas were based on those of the Half Crown-

Marsh NCD and for the commercial district along Cambridge Street on those of the Harvard 

Square Conservation District. The Half Crown-Marsh neighborhood, the majority of which is 

characterized by densely-packed worker’s cottages built by Irish immigrants in the 1850s, was 

thought to be the closest analogue to the residential streets of East Cambridge, while the primary 

goal of the Harvard Square District is to promote the commercial vitality of the area. These 

guidelines remained in effect until CHC jurisdiction ended in September 2021. 

The following objectives and principles are to be applied in considering applications for certifi-

cates of appropriateness or hardship [in the East Cambridge NCD Study Area]. The Commis-

sion shall endeavor to: 

1. Conserve the historic architectural character of the neighborhood, including the modest charac-

ter that typifies the mid to late 19th-century workers’ and suburban housing of the neighborhood 

and the overall simplicity of its traditional wood-frame vernacular architecture, as well as the 

early 20thcentury apartment houses where they exist. 

2. Conserve the historic development patterns of the neighborhood, including its dense network of 

short, through-block streets, courts, back streets, and ways. 

3. Conserve the historic development patterns of the neighborhood, including its dense net-

work of short, through-block streets, courts, back streets, and ways. 

 
29 At least one member of the Committee disagreed with this characterization of the results of the rental study and 

believes that more analysis is needed before drawing conclusions. 
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4. Allow for architectural diversity and individualized alterations while respecting the tradi-

tional small scale of the housing stock. 

5. Encourage the planting of trees and greenery to enhance the landscape amenities of the 

neighborhood. 

6. Encourage low fences to define the street edge while protecting views of houses and 

through yards, while permitting flexibility to minimize the adverse visual effect of trash 

containers, air compressors, transformers and other fixtures whose location may not oth-

erwise be practically screened from public view. 

7. Consider traffic impacts of proposed development as they may affect traditional street 

patterns and pedestrian activity. 

8. Discourage the construction of parking lots as a principal use. 

Interior renovations, work not visible from a public way, and paint colors are not subject to re-

view in neighborhood conservation districts. As permitted by Ch. 2.78.090, the staff recommends 

that the Commission adopt the following additional exclusions from review during the term of its 

interim jurisdiction. 

• The application of exterior wall material in a manner that does not require the re-

moval or enclosure of any cornice, fascia, soffit, bay, porch, hood, window or door 

casing, or any other protruding decorative element. 

• Alternations to the exterior of existing structures that do not increase or diminish the 

size and location of windows and doors, cause the removal of any bay, porch, hood, 

window or door casing or any other protruding decorative element, or alter the ap-

pearance of a roof. 

• Signs, temporary structures, lawn statuary, or recreational equipment. 

• Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures substantially at grade 

level. 

• Storm doors and windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, anten-

nae, trelliswork and similar appurtenances. 

• Restoration of historic features consistent with building history. 

• New walls and fences 4’ or less in front of a building, or 6’ or less behind for front 

wall plane. 

The Commission’s interim review should also accommodate the distinct commercial character of Cam-

bridge Street. The Commission’s treatment of properties in the Business A zoning district along Cam-

bridge and Third streets should reflect the goals and guidelines of the Harvard Square Conservation Dis-

trict, which among other things support the commercial vitality of the area, exempt signs that conform to 

zoning, and exempt store- front alterations that preserve or restore significant original features of the 

structure. 

In the two years that CHC had jurisdiction in the study area (from October 3, 2019 through Sep-

tember 10, 2021), 205 permits were reviewed. 100% of these applications were approved, alt-

hough sometimes with conditions that enabled conformance with the guidelines. No projects 

were denied, and no housing units were lost because of Commission review. 

a. Certificates of Non-Applicability granted with administrative approval 
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Certificates of Non-Applicability (CNAs) accounted for 192 of the 205 projects reviewed, repre-

senting 93.7% of permits approved. Certificates of Non-Applicability were granted for projects 

not under the purview of the Commission (interior work or exterior work not visible from a pub-

lic way), restoration work, and replacement of features in kind. Some larger projects that in-

cluded a full renovation were issued a CNA after discussions with staff that led to restoration of 

existing architectural features and accurately detailed replacement materials. Once complete, 

CNA applications were typically approved within 1-3 business days.  

During the study period, staff routinely met with applicants, who included long-term residents, 

new homeowners, and developers, to explain the design review process and interim design stand-

ards for the study area. During these discussions, staff was able to understand the projects pro-

posed and in certain circumstances suggest updates to the designs or restoration of existing fabric 

to expedite administrative review.  

Examples of projects that were approved following staff review include 90 Thorndike Street, 

which entailed a full renovation of an 1867 rowhouse. The project originally called for the re-

placement of the front door and wood paneling at the entry, a new storm door at the street, and 

1+1 windows. Staff met with the applicant on site to review the significance and condition of the 

entry detailing and door. After a discussion of the NCD guidelines, the applicants decided to re-

store the front door and paneling, restore the recessed entry by removing the later storm door at 

the street, and install period-appropriate 2+2 replacement windows. The masonry was repointed 

and the brownstone was restored. At the rear, which was not visible from a public way, the de-

veloper enlarged openings to modernize the space. The project was given a Cambridge Preserva-

tion Award for the renovation.  

 

Case 4215: 90 Thorndike Street façade before and after administrative permit review. 

Another project, at 70 Gore Street, involved a developer gut-renovating an 1870s tenement. At 

the time of purchase, the building retained little architectural integrity beyond the historic win-

dow and door configuration and the brackets at the cornice and door. After discussions with 

staff, the development team retained the brackets and door hood, replaced the later synthetic sid-

ing with a fiber cement siding, and restored the foundation. Now in compliance with the guide-

lines, the project was approved at the staff level and granted a Certificate of Non-Applicability.  
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b. Certificates of Appropriateness granted after a public hearing 

The remaining 13 permits (representing about 6.3% of permits reviewed) were given Certificates 

of Appropriateness (COAs) following a hearing and approval by the Cambridge Historical Com-

mission. The cases that required a hearing included larger projects that involved full-scale reno-

vation, removal of historic features, altering openings, visible additions, or raising of a roof. 

These applicants presented before the Cambridge Historical Commission at a monthly meeting, 

which extended review time to just over 4 weeks. Of the 13 cases that required a hearing, four 

required a continuance (meaning the applicant needed to present before the CHC at two hear-

ings), but these ultimately gained approval after some modifications to the plans.  

Projects that went before the Cambridge Historical Commission for a Certificate of Appropriate-

ness often involved altering window and door openings on visible façades, additions, and one 

demolition/new construction. At 118 Spring Street, a four-unit Italianate building constructed in 

1870, a developer sought to renovate the structure for new occupants. The project involved an 

exterior renovation including windows, siding, trim, and new rear decks and stairs. As the project 

included new window openings on visible facades, the case was reviewed and approved by the 

Historical Commission.  

At 66 Hurley Street, a developer purchased a 1907 triple-decker on a prominent corner lot. The 

project entailed an exterior rehabilitation which involved altering windows and doors, new siding 

and trim, construction of a stair headhouse and decks. The building was clad in perma-stone and 

asbestos siding and retained little original detailing. The developer stripped the building down to 

the sheathing, installed new siding, appropriate windows, and re-designed the enclosed rear 

decks with large windows. It was discovered that the original wood brackets at the cornice had 

been covered during a mid-20th century renovation. The final project is a modernized building, 

still retaining the restored brackets and fenestration, but completely updated inside.  

At 271 Cambridge Street, the new owners of the former Hastings-Tapley Insurance building, a 

rare example of Post-Modern architecture, sought to modernize the exterior, adding new win-

dows to increase natural light inside. Staff communicated the history of the building and original 

Case 4211: 70 Gore Street (1870) before and after administrative permit review. 
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design intent. Inspired by the history of this unique building, the owners hired an architect de-

vised a façade scheme that would enhance the 1980s design while providing new windows and 

more usable office space (see photo, p. 17). At a public hearing, the applicant showcased plans 

for a glass panel which would replace the original solid panel on the façade, new windows to 

mimic existing, accessible entries, and masonry restoration. The project was approved as submit-

ted with glowing praise by the Cambridge Historical Commission as the applicants went above-

and-beyond to preserve the historical context with their project.  

  
Case 4280, 66 Hurley Street (1907), before and after a renovation project that was granted a Certificate of Appropri-

ateness in 2019.                   CHC photos, 2019 and 2021 

c. Demolition 

During the East Cambridge NCD Study period, just one demolition application was submitted. 

This project involved the removal of a modern one-story addition at 613-629 Cambridge Street 

(best known as the Mayflower Poultry building), replacing it with a new, slightly recessed, one-

story structure. Though zoning would allow for more density on the site, the applicant chose to 

maintain existing building heights. 

d. Permitting Challenges 

While the city’s permitting software gives CHC staff an overview of the cases reviewed in the 

study period, a couple of projects slipped through either by the nature of the permit or due to 

software errors. The project at 271 Cambridge Street received a Certificate of Appropriateness in 

December 2020 for façade alterations and restoration of the 1984 Post-Modern building. The ap-

plicant subsequently found a tenant that required larger mechanicals on the roof, but since the 

permitting system did not allow CHC review of mechanical permits the permit was granted by 

ISD. The large mechanicals have an adverse effect on the appearance of the building, but the 

owners will attempt to mitigate the visual clutter by erecting a screen on the roof.  

An application to construct a new single-family home on a vacant lot at the corner of Thorndike 

and Sixth streets was filed on April 8, 2021. ISD granted the permit in July 2021, and work 



44 
 

commenced in August. For reasons that cannot be determined the electronic system did not re-

quire Cambridge Historical Commission sign-off, and thus CHC staff were unaware of the pro-

ject until construction started shortly before the expiration of the study period. 
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III. Deliberations of the East Cambridge NCD Study Committee 

Concern for the preservation of architectural resources in East Cambridge appeared soon after 

the founding of the Cambridge Historical Commission in 1963. An historic district was consid-

ered in 1975 but failed to receive community support. Current efforts to initiate a neighborhood 

conservation district commenced in 2018. 

A. Origins and Conduct of the Study 

East Cambridge has long been identified as one of the city’s oldest and most historic neighbor-

hoods. It was the subject of the Commission’s initial survey of Cambridge architecture con-

ducted in 1964. In 1965 the Commission published Report One: East Cambridge of the Survey 

of Architectural History in Cambridge, and in 1975 it initiated a study of a potential local historic 

district under M.G.L. Ch. 40C. Working with a committee of East Cambridge residents, the 

Commission identified a study area that included properties on Winter, Gore, Otis and Thorndike 

Streets, connected by properties on Sciarappa Street. However, historic districts established un-

der state law are relatively strict and the scope of their jurisdiction quite inflexible. The study 

committee’s proposal generated stiff resistance, and the Commission abandoned the project. 

A city-wide historic preservation planning effort that began in the late 1970s under the auspices 

of the National Register of Historic Places identified concentrations of significant buildings on 

Winter, Gore, Otis and Thorndike streets, and in 1983 the Winter Street, East Cambridge, and 

Sacred Heart districts were listed on the National Register.30 In 1988 the Commission published 

a new book, East Cambridge, which expanded the 1965 publication and brought it up to date. 

By 2018, development trends in the proposed study area seemed to indicate a rapidly increasing 

level of activity. Relatively few projects involving demolition were brought to the Commission 

from East Cambridge until 2016, when the number began to rise.31 Of the 37 demolition permit 

applications received from the proposed study area since 1996, 22 were less than fifty years old 

or were found not significant by staff. The majority of the eight significant cases heard since 

2000 have occurred in the past few years: three in 2016 and two before the study started in 2019. 

In this same period, there was an apparent increase in the frequency with which properties were 

being purchased by investors and hastily renovated with little regard for exterior architectural ap-

pearance. The renovation of the 1846 Greek Revival house at 66-68 Otis Street that began in 

2015 was a triggering event. Although some exterior detail had been lost in the 1940s, the exte-

rior remained relatively untouched (though much of it was covered by artificial siding) until the 

property was acquired by a real estate development investment company that undertook a full gut 

renovation without regard for surviving exterior architectural details. After the renovation was 

underway, a group of Cambridge voters petitioned the Historical Commission to study the build-

ing for landmark designation, which was enacted by the City Council in 2017. 

A group of concerned East Cambridge residents contacted CHC staff in the fall of 2018 about the 

possibility of establishing a neighborhood conservation district. In December 2018 CHC staff 

made an informational presentation to the East Cambridge Planning Team (ECPT), the 

 
30 Listing on the National Register is primarily a planning tool and carries no restrictions on privately-funded pro-

jects 
31 The City Council enacted a city-wide demolition delay ordinance in 1979. Under this measure applications to de-

molish buildings more than fifty years old that the staff considers significant are brought before the Historical Com-

mission to determine whether the public interest warrants delaying the project to explore the possibilities of preser-

vation 
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designated community organization representing the area, explaining the preservation tools 

available to the community. After the presentation, residents asked CHC staff to meet with a 

working group to explore options to conserve the neighborhood’s character. CHC staff and the 

working group met numerous times to discuss potential boundaries and jurisdiction of a neigh-

borhood conservation district. The working group presented to the East Cambridge Planning 

Team on June 12, 2019 and received a vote of support to move forward with a petition request-

ing the appointment of a neighborhood conservation district study committee. 

On June 17, 2019 CHC staff received a citizens’ petition requesting the Commission to initiate 

the process of designating a portion of East Cambridge as a neighborhood conservation district 

under Ch. 2.78, Article III of the City Code. The Cambridge Election Commission verified that 

the petition contained ten or more names of registered voters, as required by the ordinance. CHC 

staff then advertised a public hearing for July 11, 2019 so the Commission could consider 

whether to accept the petition and initiate a study. 

CHC staff recommended that the Commission evaluate the petition for its appropriateness in 

terms of the significance of the proposed district, the urgency and relevance of the conditions the 

petitioners seek to address, the relevance of the proposed remedies, and the suitability of the pro-

posed boundaries. Staff urged that the boundaries of the proposed study area should be reduced 

to exclude the Lechmere MBTA station and the former Middlesex County Courthouse properties 

and made the following observations. 

• “The staff believes that the proposed East Cambridge district may be suitable for study on 

the grounds that it is a geographically and architecturally coherent neighborhood with 

strong associations with the broad cultural, economic, and social history of the city. The 

proposed district contains many individually significant structures that stand in a remark-

ably consistent context of vernacular buildings. 

• “Staff has observed that threats to the architectural integrity of this urban environment 

seem to be more frequent. At the same time, many if not still a majority of owner-occu-

pants have modest means and sometimes more pressing concerns than historic preserva-

tion. Regulatory measures should be limited to major construction issues that threaten the 

conservation of the neighborhood as a whole. Whenever possible, residents should be 

supported in their aspirations for unfettered homeownership. 

• “While the volume of demolition permit applications in East Cambridge has been very 

low overall, the trend is distinctly increasing. Information on trends in property values 

and building permit applications is not readily available, but anecdotal evidence and di-

rect observation indicates a steadily rising level of activity in recent years. Recent pro-

jects in the neighborhood have been of a larger scale than the original houses in the area, 

raising concerns with some property owners over the height and footprint of renovated or 

newly constructed houses. Some residents are concerned with the rapid redevelopment 

and quick renovations done by outside investors.”32 

At the July 11, 2019 Cambridge Historical Commission hearing, the East Cambridge resident 

group explained their justification of the boundaries and discussed their concerns over unsympa-

thetic development in the area, which seemed to be driven mainly by proximity to large-scale de-

velopments at the perimeter of the neighborhood. Members of the Commission responded that 

 
32 CHC staff memo to the CHC, July 10, 2019 
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the group reach out to not only property owners, but also renters, new property owners, and the 

business community along Cambridge Street. The Commission declined to accept the petition 

and urged the proponents to conduct further outreach to demonstrate community support for a 

study. 

The East Cambridge resident group presented to the East Cambridge Business Association 

(ECBA) on September 10, 2019. Staff attended the meeting to answer questions. After the 

presentation, on September 30, 2019, and again on September 8, 2020, the ECBA responded to 

the CHC with its concerns and outlined its reasons for not supporting the ECNCD as proposed 

by the petitioners. The resident group also printed roughly 600 flyers and canvassed the neigh-

borhood to publicize a meeting to be held at the Sacred Heart Parish Hall on September 18, 

2019. CHC staff scheduled a new public hearing for October 3, 2019 and included the flyer on 

the reverse side of 1,300 notices mailed to property owners in the study area for the event. Addi-

tional notice of the September 18th neighborhood meeting was posted in commercial properties 

throughout the neighborhood and online via the East Cambridge Planning Team. 

The East Cambridge neighborhood meeting on September 18th was well attended and over 32 

individuals signed a sign-in sheet at the event. The study proponents described the boundaries as 

well as the intent of the proposed conservation district. Staff attended the meeting to answer 

questions. 

At the October 3 hearing CHC staff advised that the East Cambridge resident group had done 

everything within reason to inform the neighborhood about the proposed NCD district and rec-

ommended that both the Middlesex County Courthouse and Lechmere Station be removed from 

the study area because the sites were adequately governed by existing public processes. The 

Commission voted to accept the petition with the staff recommendation on boundaries and to 

adopt interim guidelines for review based on those in effect in the Half Crown-Marsh NCD (for 

residential areas) and the Harvard Square Conservation District (for the business district).33 

The Historical Commission’s jurisdiction over issuance of building permits went into effect im-

mediately. The staff canvassed the community to generate interest in appointments to the study 

committee, which would consist of four neighborhood residents or property owners and three 

members of the Historical Commission.34 Fourteen candidates presented themselves for consid-

eration and were interviewed by CHC staff and a representative of the City Manager’s office to 

select four individuals with roots in the community who would represent a range of views on dif-

ferent aspects of the conservation district question. 

City Manager Louis DePasquale appointed the members in December 2019 and the East Cam-

bridge Neighborhood Conservation District Study Committee began meeting in person at the 

East End House in January 2020. 

 
33 See Part II for a description of the initial guidelines. 
34  The City Code describes the requirements for membership of an NCD study committee: “three members or 

alternates of the Historical Commission and four persons appointed by the City Manager, including at least one 

person who resides in the district under consideration, at least one person who owns property in the district under 

consideration, and one person who owns property or resides elsewhere in the City and has demonstrated 

knowledge and concern for conservation and enhancement of those exterior features of the City which are im-

portant to its distinctive character” (Ch. 2.78.190.C) 
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The initial meetings in the winter of 2020 were held in person at the East End Union and largely 

consisted of staff presentations on the history of the neighborhood and the nature of historic 

preservation regulations; attendees at these meetings were primarily neighborhood residents 

The third in-person ECNCD public meeting included the largest number of attendees to that 

point, with over 40 signed in and others also in attendance; the sign-in sheet included a dozen at-

tendees who lived outside the study area. The meeting began with a staff presentation highlight-

ing projects which had undergone interim design review procedures under the ECNCD study 

thus far and outlining a potential goal statement for the neighborhood. When public comment 

was solicited the meeting become disorderly, with some members of the public speaking over 

each other and making personal attacks on study committee members and other members of the 

public. Tempers flared on both sides and city staff were unable to regain control of the meeting, 

which was concluded ten minutes early.  

After the three monthly meetings and a walking tour, the emergency suspension of public meet-

ings in March 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic led to a suspension of all activities and 

meetings for the rest of the year. 

On September 10, 2020 the Historical Commission voted to renew the study for an additional 

year, thus extending its jurisdiction over issuance of building permits until September 9, 2021. 

However, the moratorium on public meetings was still in place, and the City Manager decided 

that virtual meetings of the study committee should not resume until arrangements could be 

made for live broadcast over the city’s cable-TV channel. While this was being arranged CHC 

staff arranged for delivery of notices to all 1,200 property owners by first class mail and to about 

5,000 households in the eastern part of Cambridge with a mass mailing. 

Deliberations of the study committee resumed in January 2021. Monthly meetings were con-

ducted remotely on the Zoom platform and were broadcast live on CityView 22. Due to the long 

hiatus and because many viewers may not have attended the 2020 meetings, the initial discus-

sions covered much of the same ground. Votes were taken on the question of whether to resume 

or terminate the study; whether to exclude the Business B zoning district from the study; and 

whether to confine the study to areas and buildings listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. In each case the committee voted to continue with the study boundaries and jurisdiction 

as originally adopted. While meetings during the second phase of the study had to be concluded 

within the two-hour broadcast window afforded by CCTV, public comments were truncated on 

only a few occasions. 

Discussions of conservation and development goals and secondary goals for the proposed district 

occupied a number of meetings. The committee kept returning to the topic in order to refine the 

language that would be the basis for all NCD commission decisions. The overall goal statement 

and most of the secondary goals were rewritten several times as committee members deepened 

their understanding of the issues facing the community. 

Substantial time was also given to discussing matters of jurisdiction. The goal in this case was to 

craft a scope of jurisdiction that would address the matters of primary concern for conservation, 

such as demolition, new construction, and certain irreversible alterations, while allowing prop-

erty owners freedom to maintain and upgrade their properties in ways that do not detract from 
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neighborhood conservation goals. The committee also discussed whether properties on the Na-

tional Register should be treated differently than those that have not been so designated, whether 

certain determinations could be non-binding (advisory), and to what extent staff should be au-

thorized to approve alterations without a public hearing. The committee’s recommendations on 

these topics are contained in Part V. 

The study committee continued to meet after the interim jurisdiction of the Historical Commis-

sion ended on September 10, 2021. Drafts of the preliminary report were presented and discussed 

on October 20, 2021 and at each subsequent meeting. On April 20, 2022, the committee voted to 

adopt this Preliminary Report by a vote of 4-0, with one abstention and two members absent. Af-

ter a period of public outreach and comment the committee will reconvene to consider possible 

amendments to the proposal and formulate a recommendation to the Historical Commission and 

the City Council.  

B. Options for Neighborhood Conservation 

The options for neighborhood conservation in East Cambridge are outlined in Section II of this 

report. Excluding establishment of a neighborhood conservation district, the remaining proactive 

approach to preservation would involve individual landmark designations under Ch. 2.78, Article 

III of the City Code. In the absence of designations, the status quo is represented by the city’s 

demolition delay ordinance. 

Cambridge currently has 42 individually-designated landmarks. In East Cambridge these include 

the former Lechmere National Bank at 225 Cambridge Street; St. Francis of Assisi Church at 325 

Cambridge Street; the Jones-Hall houses at 66-68 Otis Street; and the former Third Congrega-

tional Church at 101 Third Street. Immediate candidate for landmark designation might include 

the seven structures individually listed on the National Register of Historic Places, as well as 

many of the approximately 125 contributing buildings in National Register districts. 

While landmark designations are an essential preservation tool, they are not effective on a neigh-

borhood scale. Designating large numbers of buildings one by one is administratively burden-

some. The significance of a neighborhood is greater than the sum of its individual structures, and 

conservation of neighborhoods requires designation of structures within a defined boundary. 

Reliance on the status quo would leave demolition permit reviews under Ch. 2.78, Article II as 

the only protection for buildings in the neighborhood. Development trends in the proposed study 

area seem to indicate a rapidly increasing level of activity. While the volume of demolition per-

mit applications in East Cambridge has been low overall, the trend is distinctly increasing. Dem-

olition permit reviews are important tools for protecting individual buildings, but like individual 

landmark designations they are not effective for neighborhood conservation. 

C. Conservation and Development Goals 

The goal statement and secondary goals of a neighborhood conservation district describe the 

aims of the NCD commission and provide a basis for decisions regarding applications for certifi-

cates of appropriateness, non-applicability, or hardship. They are incorporated into the Order es-

tablishing the district and are meant to be referenced in the findings that will be made by the 

NCD commission in each case that comes before it. 
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The complexity of the urban environment and the broad range of issue that come before an NCD 

commission require a general goal statement that is broad and all-encompassing. The goal state-

ment is aspirational, not prescriptive; it is meant as guidance, and is not intended to foreclose de-

cisions that the NCD commission, in its collective judgement, might find appropriate in a partic-

ular situation. 

The Study Committee reviewed the goals of other NCD commissions in Cambridge and after ex-

tensive discussion over several meetings agreed that the following statement best expressed their 

aspirations for the future development of the neighborhood: 

The East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District is an instrument of 

cohesiveness that aims to protect not only the historically significant architec-

ture but also the dynamic social fabric of a diverse community. As a collec-

tive voice of the neighborhood, the goal of the District is to conserve the char-

acter, variety and scale of the district's streetscapes and architecture and to 

enhance the livability, vitality, and socio‐economic diversity of the district for 

its residents and the public at large. The East Cambridge Neighborhood 

Conservation District Commission will seek to conserve significant structures 

and features where they exist while encouraging architectural diversity and 

individualized alterations that respect the vibrant and eclectic character of 

the neighborhood. The Commission will seek to maintain the present diver-

sity of development and open space patterns (including green canopies where 

possible) and building scales. It will acknowledge the growing demand for 

housing in the community at large by accommodating greater density where 

appropriate and by preserving the existing housing stock of the neighbor-

hood where possible. 

Secondary goals are intended to provide general guidance to the NCD commission in a wide va-

riety of situations. They are not intended to be applied to every project; they are statements of 

policy, not prescriptive measures that must be applied equally in each situation. In making deci-

sions, commissioners may debate how a project meets or violates individual goal, and which 

should be cited in approving or denying applications for Certificates of Appropriateness. 

1) Conserve the diverse architectural character of the district by retaining 

historic structures, including 19th century workers’ houses and buildings 

that reflect the diverse social fabric characteristic of the neighborhood. 

Protect significant civic and institutional buildings. 

2) Allow for architectural diversity and individualized alterations while re-

specting the traditional housing stock of the neighborhood. 

3) Retain significant architectural features, including but not limited to roof 

pitches, historical architectural elements, and traditional solid vs void 

configurations. 

4) Support additional housing construction and density when appropriate, 

based on the nature and size of the lot and its surroundings. 

5) Encourage contemporary design that respects surrounding context yet 

differentiates itself as belonging to the present day. 
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6) Revitalize the commercial environment of Cambridge Street by preserv-

ing or restoring architecturally significant building fabric. Where such 

fabric no longer exists, support creative, appropriately-scaled contempo-

rary designs for remodeled storefronts and in new construction. Maintain 

consistent height of storefronts to match existing average heights and pro-

portions. 

7) Protect significant buildings on Cambridge Street while supporting con-

struction on open lots and underdeveloped sites as allowed by zoning. 

8) Encourage trees and greenery (especially vines and pergolas, typical of 

the history of the neighborhood) to enhance landscape amenities and 

limit new impervious paving to mitigate negative climate impacts on the 

neighborhood. Encourage preservation of stone retaining walls as well as 

historic lighting fixtures. Encourage provision of public amenities such as 

accessible brick pavers on reconstructed sidewalks as well as benches and 

street trees. 

9) Encourage low fences to protect public views of houses and through 

yards, while permitting flexibility to enhance privacy and minimize the 

adverse visual effect of trash containers and mechanical equipment. 

10)  Consider applicable goals adopted by the City Council, including but not 

limited to the need to increase access to affordable housing for all income 

groups, support the sustainable use of energy, and strengthen the city’s 

capacity for climate resilience. 

There was significant debate among committee members about the conflicting nature of the 

goals and their potential to confuse applicants and commissioners. However, each neighborhood 

conservation district in Cambridge operates with a similar goals statement, and this approach has 

proven effective in enabling commissions to construct legally defensible findings to support their 

decisions. 

D. Alternative Models for Jurisdiction 

One of the primary tasks of an NCD study committee is to craft an approach to regulation that 

imposes the least burden on applicants while accomplishing the goals of the district. Except for 

regulation of exterior color, the jurisdiction of a neighborhood conservation district commission 

under the Ordinance is potentially every bit as strict as an historic district commission under state 

law. The study committee must calibrate the extent of jurisdiction and level of authority that a 

future NCD commission will be allowed to exercise to best meet local conditions. 

The East Cambridge NCD Study Committee’s debate about jurisdiction in residential areas took 

place on three levels: a) the types of activities that should be regulated to conserve the character 

of the neighborhood, including activities that could be exempted from review; b) whether proper- 

ties not on the National Register should be allowed a less comprehensive level of review, and c) 

whether certain reviews should not be binding on the applicant. 

1. Jurisdiction 

Neighborhood conservation district commissions potentially have the authority to regulate all 

publicly visible alterations (except color) as well as demolitions and new construction. However, 
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the enabling ordinance specifically excludes certain activities from NCD jurisdiction: 

• Ordinary maintenance, repair or replacement of any exterior architectural feature … 

which does not involve a change in design or material or the outward appearance 

thereof;  

• Landscaping with plants, trees or shrubs; 

• Meeting … requirements certified by duly authorized public officer to be necessary for 

public safety because of an unsafe or dangerous condition (2.78.200). 

The Ordinance also allows certain features to be excluded from review: 

The order designating or amending a landmark or neighborhood conservation district may pro-

vide that the authority of the Historical Commission or neighborhood conservation district com-

mission having jurisdiction shall not extend to the review of one or more of the following catego-

ries of structures or exterior architectural features of the landmark or within the neighborhood 

conservation district in which event the structures or exterior architectural features so excluded 

may be constructed or altered without review by the Commission: 

1. The application of exterior wall material in a manner that does not require the removal 

or enclosure of any cornice, fascia, soffit, bay, porch, hood, window or door casing, or 

any other protruding decorative element; 

2. Alternations to the exterior of existing structures that do not increase or diminish the size 

and location of windows and doors, cause the removal of any bay, porch, hood, window 

or door casing or any other protruding decorative element, or alter the appearance of a 

roof; 

3. The exterior appearance of a new structure that does not require a variance or special 

permit under the zoning ordinance then in effect; 

4. Signs, temporary structures, lawn statuary, or recreational equipment, subject to such con-

ditions as to duration of use, dimension, location, lighting, removal and similar matters as 

the Commission may reasonably specify; 

5. Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures substantially at grade level; 

6. Walls and fences; 

7. Storm doors and windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, antennae, 

trelliswork and similar appurtenances  (2.78.090.B); 

The Ordinance further allows that 

a neighborhood conservation district commission may determine from time to time after a public 

hearing that certain categories of exterior architectural features or structures, including, without 

limitation, any of those enumerated in this section, if the provisions of the applicable order do 

not limit the authority of such commission with respect thereto, may be constructed or altered 

without review by such commission without causing substantial derogation from the intent and 

purposes of this article (2.78.090.C). 

2. National Register Status 



53 
 

National Register status is a convenient but imperfect tool for sorting buildings by their architec-

tural and historical significance. Properties were last assessed and listed in the early 1980s. 

Boundaries of National Register districts are somewhat arbitrary, and selection criteria tended to 

favor buildings that were built for upper-middle class families and that survived with their archi-

tectural features more or less intact until the time of designation. Buildings that were less orna-

mented, more utilitarian, or heavily altered tended to be excluded from National Register desig-

nation even though as a group they contributed to neighborhood character. Nevertheless, most 

National Register buildings are valuable to the character of the district. The question then be-

comes whether non-National Register buildings should be regulated as extensively or in the same 

way. 

3. Non-Binding Review 

Non-binding review is a jurisdictional tool used in the Mid Cambridge and Avon Hill neighbor-

hood conservation districts. In both cases it allows the NCD commissions or CHC staff to engage 

with owners of non-National Register buildings or those applying for significant but less-im-

portant changes to their properties without ultimately forcing compliance with the Commission’s 

decisions. 

In the Mid Cambridge NCD, the following rules apply: 

Binding review by the Commission: 

• New construction. 

• Additions more than 750sf or enlarging floor area more than 33%. 

• Demolition of more than 33% of a structure. 

• Any alterations to National Register or publicly-owned buildings  

Non-binding review by the Commission: 

• New construction and additions between 150 and 750sf. 

• Alterations involving removal of historic decorative elements, changes in size or 

location of doors or windows. 

• Changes in the configuration of a roof  

Exemptions from review: 

• Additions less than 150sf; demolition of garages; fences; paving; solar panels; sky-

lights; alterations not involving historic features or openings. 

• Ordinary maintenance, repairs, interiors, exterior features not publicly visible 

The Avon Hill NCD has a slightly different approach in that non-binding reviews are conducted 

by the staff: 

Binding review by the Commission: 

• Exterior alterations to National Register Properties. 

• New construction. 

• Additions more than 300sf or enlarging lot coverage to more than 35%. 

• Demolition of any structure larger than 150sf. 

• Vinyl or aluminum siding or windows. 

• Alterations to bay windows, porches, and roofs, including dormers.  

Non-binding review by the staff: 
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• Alterations for buildings not on the National Register, such as window reconfigura-

tion, gutters, skylights, solar panels, and qualifying additions. 

Exempt from review: 

• Alterations not affecting historic features or roof shape. 

• Driveways and terraces outside the NR District 

• Walls and fences less than 4’ high in front, less than 6’ high elsewhere 

• Temporary structures, play equipment, statuary 

• Ordinary maintenance, repairs, interiors, exterior features not publicly visible. 

While non-binding review by the commission (as in Mid Cambridge) can be an exercise in frus-

tration for commissioners, applicants, and staff, in many cases it has been a productive process 

that exposes the parties to the technical expertise offered by the commission and allows abutters 

to ask questions and offer input. Non-binding review by staff (as in Avon Hill), combined with 

staff outreach and counseling of applicants, can enhance outcomes while minimizing delays and 

expense to property owners. 

E. Pros and Cons of a Neighborhood Conservation District for East Cambridge  

Public comments were repeatedly solicited and matters of concern were discussed at each meet-

ing.  

Pros 

Proponents made several distinct arguments in support of the proposed district. In their view, the 

district would have the following public benefits:  

1. Conserve significant structures and architectural character of the historic core of East 

Cambridge. 

2. Highlight the socio-cultural history of the neighborhood and associated building histories. 

3. Protect generational ownership and ‘naturally-occurring’ affordable housing.  

4. Support smart growth.35 

5. Even the playing field with developers and provide a forum for public questions and 

comments on redevelopment projects. 

6. Support environmental sustainability through renovation, adaptive re-use, and sustaina-

bly-designed additions to historic buildings. 

7. Preserve existing public open spaces. 

8. Encourage revitalization of retail storefronts and commercial design along Cambridge 

Street. 

 
35 Applicable Smart Growth goals, as drafted by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, include:  

• Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place 

• Make development decisions predictable, fair, and cost effective 

• Create a range of housing opportunities and choices 

• Encourage community and stakeholder collaboration in development decisions 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2014-04/documents/this-is-smart-growth.pdf 
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Many of these points were incorporated in the proposed goals of the district, as discussed in Sec-

tion III.D above.   

In addition, CHC staff observe that neighborhood conservation would be consistent with objec-

tives of the City’s Envision Cambridge plan.36 The following numbered strategies and actions are 

drawn from in the Urban Form Plan, pp. 180ff: 

1. Increase density near transit nodes while accommodating the unique character of our 

squares and areas along the corridors (page 187). 

"Existing buildings that support the historic urban character of an area should be preserved and 

repurposed where practical, and new development should complement that character." 

2. Preserve the historical integrity and diversity of Cambridge’s neighborhoods, including 

buildings and the public realm (page 188). 

"Cambridge has many historically significant places, including individual landmarks and dis-

tricts that communicate our connections to the past. New development should not disrupt this 

historical continuity, while accommodating changes that meet our present and future needs." 

5.   Revise the development review process to be more transparent to developers and the pub-

lic while striving for high-quality design (page 192). 

“Continue to update area- and neighborhood-specific design guidelines to ensure that new de-

velopments’ urban design outcomes complement their neighborhood context and the review pro-

cess is more predictable to stakeholders and developers..” 

Finally, related to the goal of preservation of existing open space in the proposed district: 

8.   Improve the public open space network by preserving, maintaining, and enhancing exist-

ing open spaces to serve a diverse population (page 199). 

Cons 

Some community residents expressed outright opposition to the establishment of an ECNCD. 

Others, while believing that East Cambridge could benefit from a moderate level of additional 

historic preservation efforts, believe that the proposed ECNCD goes too far.  

1. Increased Financial Costs Borne by Home and Property Owners  

• In both historic districts and NCDs some applicants find the historic/conservation 

process to be intimidating. Interpreting the guidelines, completing applications, 

providing drawings or sketches and description of materials, and their correct submis-

sion takes time, money and effort.  

• Some applicants feel the need to pay lawyers and/architects for counsel and represen-

tation at hearings.  

• Specific styles and materials that are non-stock items at home improvement stores can 

lead to more expensive custom designs, special order materials or millwork, and re-

quire expertise to install. 

2. Negative Impact of Historic and NCDs on Housing Affordability and Diversity  

• Some believe the increased financial costs of projects in NCDs will inevitably lead to 

 
36 http://envision.cambridgema.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/201906_EnvisionCambridge-Final-Report.pdf 

http://envision.cambridgema.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/201906_EnvisionCambridge-Final-Report.pdf


56 
 

increased rents and housing prices and decreased density, which in turn could dis-

courage demographic diversity,. 

3. Negative Impact on the Local Business Community  

• The East Cambridge Business Association (ECBA) expressed concern that a potential 

ECNCD would place additional financial burden on small businesses, which already 

face a myriad of challenges as a result of Covid-19.  

• The ECBA also expressed concern that the adoption of an ECNCD would create an 

unnecessary bureaucratic and financial burden on tenants and discourage necessary 

work and required upkeep.  

4. Delayed Use and Enjoyment  

• The application process could lead to long, unanticipated delays while planning and 

submitting alternative designs, awaiting approvals, securing the services of architects 

or designers, and waiting for custom or specialized material orders and contractor 

availability, all of which would delay owners’ use and  enjoyment of their property. 

5. Stifling Creativity and Deferring Necessary Upkeep   

• Fearing rejection, delays and wasted expense, some applicants may scale back their 

designs in order to conform to what they believe will ensure swift historic/NCD ap-

proval of their application. 

• Some applicants may perceive the added bureaucratic and financial requirements of 

the historic/NCD approval process too burdensome, and therefore defer or indefi-

nitely postpone desired and necessary improvements.  

6. Unintended Consequences of Vague, Inconsistent and Conflicting NCD Goals and Guidelines  

• Some fear that over time vague, inconsistent and conflicting NCD Goals and Guide-

lines will lead to inconsistent interpretations by an ever-changing cast of future volun-

teer ECNCD commissioners. 

7. Potential for Arbitrary and Capricious ECNCD Decisions   

• Some are concerned about the potential for arbitrary and capricious decisions that 

would impinge on the rights of community home and property owners. 

8. Lack of Transparency, Legitimacy and Community Consensus for an ECNCD   

• Many feel that their concerns have been ignored and excluded from what they believe 

to be a closed study process. This, they believe, led to many of the unresolved frustra-

tions that boiled over at the March 2020 meeting and continue to the present day. At 

best, they believe, the community is deeply divided. 

The Study Committee discussed these objections on several occasions. The following observa-

tions can be made: 

1. Housing Affordability 

Housing affordability was a major concern, so much so that the City Council adopted a policy 

order addressing this issue: 

That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to confer with the Cambridge Historical 
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Commission and other relevant City Departments to ensure that any report or recommendation 

for a new Neighborhood Conservation District in Cambridge presented to the City Council in-

clude an analysis of the potential effects on City housing affordability based on current research, 

as well as any mitigations that the Cambridge Historical Commission recommends, so that the 

City Council may holistically evaluate the matter (Policy Order POR 2020 #218). 

In response, CHC staff consulted with staff of Cambridge Community Development and Cam-

bridge Assessing departments to analyze East Cambridge demographics and the impact that ex-

isting NCDs have had on property values and rental costs both inside and outside of their bound-

aries. The assessed property value study on the Avon Hill and Half Crown-Marsh NCDs showed 

that values in NCDs tend to stay constant to values within the assessing districts (Avon Hill) or 

rise more slowly than those outside the NCD (Half Crown-Marsh). The rental analysis used the 

best data available from a consortium led by the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC), 

which scrapes rent data from the web, primarily from Craigslist.com, with duplicates, scam list-

ings, and room shares removed from the data set. While the sample lacked listings on some sites, 

the available data and findings concluded that generally rents outside of existing NCDs seem to 

be higher than rents within them.37  

2. Cambridge Street Business District 

The commercial district of East Cambridge runs along Cambridge Street from Lechmere Square 

to the railroad tracks. A point of discussion and opposition to the study has involved whether to 

include Cambridge Street within the jurisdiction of the ECNCD. Proponents explained that some 

of the most significant properties in the neighborhood are along Cambridge Street, with many 

early houses and character-defining buildings dispersed along the corridor. The East Cambridge 

Business Association contended that an additional layer of review could harm the local business 

community with delays in permitting and approval processes. The study committee addressed 

these concerns through a proposed administrative review process, meaning that for nearly all 

properties along Cambridge Street (those not listed on the National Register of Historic Places), 

typical applications ranging from new conforming signage, restoration of storefronts, painting, 

etc., would be reviewed at the staff level and the owners would be able to proceed without wait-

ing for a public hearing process to conclude.  

The study committee discussed adjusting the boundaries to eliminate properties within the Busi-

ness-A district along Cambridge Street on at least two occasions. CHC staff observed that elimi-

nating jurisdiction along Cambridge Street would simplify administration of the neighborhood 

conservation district and remove a source of opposition to the study. The majority of study com-

mittee members supported keeping the study area intact, understanding that Cambridge Street or 

other parts of the study area could be removed later by the committee, CHC, or City Council.  

The study committee and members of the public collectively agreed that an amendment to zon-

ing rules on Cambridge Street to allow signage that does not meet the current sign code (Article 

7.00 of the Cambridge Zoning Code) could be a benefit to the business community and neighbor-

hood. Representatives of the East Cambridge Business Association and the study committee 

 
37 For a more detailed description of the housing costs study, refer to Part II of the Preliminary Report, Section C: 

Effects of Historic Preservation Measures on Property Values and Rents. 
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agreed that the City Council should amend the sign code to allow the NCD commission to ap-

prove non-conforming signage, similar to the provisions in the Harvard Square NCD.  

3. Cost of Materials and Labor:  

Aside from housing affordability, another concern was the potential increase in cost of materials. 

It is true that some historically appropriate products on the market today tend to cost more than 

the cheapest products sold and advertised by manufacturers. Windows, for example, can range in 

costs widely depending on the material, type, and quality of the product. The Cambridge Histori-

cal Commission’s policy regarding the replacement of windows is to retain historic windows 

whenever possible. Historic wood windows and other wooden detailing on buildings, are from 

old-growth wood, which is much denser and resistant to rot and mold compared to wood today. 

Numerous studies have shown that, compared to historic windows protected by storm windows, 

energy savings from replacement windows will not recapture their cost before the new windows 

themselves fail and must be replaced – often in as little as 15 years.38 

Many historic elements can be retained and restored at a cost less or similar to replacement in the 

same quality. The committee has recommended binding review for many alterations to the Na-

tional Register properties in the study area. For properties not listed on the National Register, 

non-binding review of certain alterations would not require owners to replace with higher quality 

products unless desired by the owner.  

4. Cost of Professional Representation by Applicants: 

Some members of the public expressed concern that applicants would be required to bring pro-

fessional representatives to public hearings for review of their project.  

While applicants might need representation for larger projects (new construction, demolition, 

and gut-renovation) to effectively discuss the project and answer questions, for a vast majority of 

projects applied for in Cambridge NCDs such representation is neither recommended nor neces-

sary. Applicants are never required to bring attorneys, architects, engineers, landscape architects, 

or other professionals to a hearing. For major projects the Historical Commission and NCD com-

missions generally need the same level of detail already required by the Inspectional Services 

Department for issuance of a building permit.    

5. Possibility of Arbitrary or Capricious Commissions: 

The Study Committee discussed the possibility that a neighborhood conservation district com-

mission might engage in arbitrary or capricious behavior.  

While it is not common, such events can occur in any appointed or elected board or commission. 

City ordinances and procedures address these issues should they arise. First, an applicant denied 

 
38 Several studies reveal comparable energy savings between a restored single-glazed wood window/storm combina-

tion and a double-glazed replacement window. See Bill Mattinson, et. al., “What Should I Do About My Windows?” 

Home Energy 19/4 (2002); Noelle Lord, “Embracing Energy Efficiency,” Old House Journal (September/October 

2007); Andrew Shapiro and Brad James, “Creating Windows of Energy-Saving Opportunity,” Home Energy Maga-

zine Online (September/October 1997), http://homeenergy.org/archive/hem.dis.anl.gov/eehem/97/970908.html; 

Other studies project as much as a 40-year payback period to recoup the cost of new windows through energy sav-

ings. See Scott Sidler, “What to Do with Old Wood Windows,” Fine Homebuilding, December 2020 

http://homeenergy.org/archive/hem.dis.anl.gov/eehem/97/970908.html
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approval of a project due to arbitrary findings or personal preference can appeal the NCD deci-

sion to the Cambridge Historical Commission. Secondly, members of the Cambridge Historical 

Commission and neighborhood commissions are required to undergo state-mandated training in 

conflict of interest and open meeting statutes and submit annual statements in response to Cam-

bridge’s ethics ordinance. 

In Cambridge, NCD and historical commissioners are appointed by the City Manager to serve 

three-year terms and typically serve until replaced. Commissioners who have been observed en-

gaging in arbitrary or capricious behavior have not been reappointed. CHC staff work directly 

with applicants and attend all Cambridge Historical and NCD Commission meetings. Staff ad-

vise commissioners on their jurisdiction, and their recommendations help commissioners shape 

their determinations to bring successful outcomes for the applicant and the community. 
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IV. Guidelines for Demolition, Construction, and Alterations  

 

Chapter 2.78, Article III, Section 220 of the City Code describes the factors to be considered by 

Neighborhood Conservation District commissions: 

A.   In passing upon matters before it, the [East Cambridge] Neighborhood Con-

servation District commission shall consider, among other things, the historic and 

architectural value and significance of the site or structure, the general design, ar-

rangement, texture and material of the features involved, and the relation of such 

features to similar features of structures in the surrounding area. In the case of 

new construction or additions to existing structures a commission shall consider 

the appropriateness of the size and shape of the structure both in relation to the 

land area upon which the structure is situated and to structures in the vicinity, and 

a Commission may in appropriate cases impose dimensional and setback require-

ments in addition to those required by applicable provision of the zoning ordi-

nance. A Commission shall not consider interior arrangements or architectural 

features not subject to public view. 

In making its determinations, the East Cambridge NCD Commission will also operate under 

goals and guidelines designed by the Study Committee to protect historic resources while en-

couraging the architectural diversity that characterizes the neighborhood. Guidelines that are 

clear, detailed, and easy to apply will help maintain consistent interpretation of urban design and 

historic preservation priorities for East Cambridge.  

All applications will be reviewed by Cambridge Historical Commission staff for compliance 

with the guidelines, and the staff will actively engage the applicant in discussions about the ob-

jectives and nature of the project. The staff will advise the applicant throughout the application 

process and will coordinate reviews by an East Cambridge NCD Commission.  

The following guidelines for new construction, demolition, and alterations expand upon the lan-

guage of the Ordinance to provide additional guidance for administration of an East Cambridge 

Neighborhood Conservation District.  

A. General Standards 

Applications shall be considered in terms of the main goal statement and the secondary goals of 

the District, and in addition with regard to the following factors: 

• the architectural and historical significance of the structures on the site  

• the physical characteristics of the site, including but not limited to existing vegetation 

and topography; and 

• the potential adverse effects of the proposed construction, demolition, or alteration on 

the surrounding properties, and on the immediate streetscape. 

B. Guidelines for New Construction, Additions, Demolition, Alterations and Accessibility 

In addition to the General Criteria set forth above, and consistent with the Goals and Secondary 

Goals of the District, the Commission shall base its decisions on the following specific factors 

when considering applications for appropriateness or hardship. 

1. New Construction and Additions 
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The East Cambridge NCD Commission will begin its review of a new construction project or ad-

dition with an analysis of the historic significance and architectural value of the premises and its 

immediate surroundings. New construction that accommodates older structures on or adjacent to 

the site will be encouraged. Construction that incorporates significant major portions of older 

structures may be acceptable; however, use of isolated historic architectural elements will be dis-

couraged. Demolition involving retention of facades to allow replacement of historic structures 

with new construction ("facadectomies") will be discouraged unless the supporting historic fabric 

is found to be unsalvageable.  

In reviewing new construction or additions to existing buildings, the Commission "shall consider 

the appropriateness of the size and shape of the structure both in relation to the land area upon 

which the structure is situated and to structures in the vicinity."39  Review of new buildings will 

be guided by considerations such as the appropriateness of the structure's height, scale, mass, 

proportions, orientation, and lot coverage; the vertical and horizontal emphasis, rhythm of open-

ings, transparency, texture, and materials of the publicly-visible facades; sunlight and shadow 

effects; relationship to public open space; and landscaping.  

Neighborhood conservation district commissions "may in appropriate cases impose dimensional 

and setback requirements in addition to those required by the applicable provision of the zoning 

ordinance."40  Implementing such a measure could result in a reduction of the Floor Area Ratio 

(FAR) allowed by zoning. The appropriate circumstances for imposing dimensional and set-back 

reductions could include a wide disparity of scale and density between the proposed project and 

its surroundings, or a situation in which the proposed project would destroy or diminish the his-

torical resources of the site. 

Review of the design of proposed infill construction or substantial additions to existing structures 

consider compatibility of the proposed construction with its surroundings, and the following ele-

ments of the proposal should be among those considered:  

• site layout  

• provisions for parking  

• volume and dimensions of the structure  

• visibility of the structure from a public way 

• provision for open space and landscaping   

• the scale and massing of the structure in relation to its surroundings 

a. New Construction: 

New construction in the East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District should seek to re-

late to the particular streetscape on which it is located, in building height, mass, scale, and siting. 

New construction should not replicate buildings of past eras and should be distinguished as the 

time of its design and construction. While new construction should appear more contemporary, it 

should also aim to take cues from historic characteristics of structures nearby including roof 

pitch and style, exterior materials or patterns, and solid-to-void ratio. 

 

b. Additions:  

Additions should aim to be subordinate in height, massing, and design to the structure where 

 
39  Ch. 2.78.220.A. 
40  Ch. 2.78.220.A. 
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they are attached. Depending on the circumstances, an addition can be designed to match the ex-

isting structure through a continuation of form, features, and materials; or an addition can be dif-

ferentiated from, but complement, the existing building through the choice of materials, fenestra-

tion, or other design features.  

2. Demolition 

Although the City's demolition delay ordinance does not apply in neighborhood conservation 

districts, demolition will be similarly defined as "the act of pulling down, destroying, removing 

or razing a structure or commencing the work of total or substantial destruction with the intent of 

completing the same".41  The Cambridge Inspectional Services Commissioner requires a demoli-

tion permit when more than 25% of a structure will be removed. Work of this sort will be re-

viewed under the following demolition guidelines, while the removal of building components 

will be reviewed as alterations. 

 

The purpose of reviewing demolition within a neighborhood conservation district is to preserve 

significant buildings and the diversity of building ages, styles, and forms that help to define the 

historical character of the district. Other benefits include the opportunity to review the signifi-

cance of individual buildings in the context of specific development proposals, to consider crea-

tive re-use possibilities, and to encourage the care and maintenance of the building stock. 

 

The East Cambridge NCD Commission will issue a Certificate of Appropriateness to an appli-

cant seeking to demolish a structure if the project, including both the demolished and the replace-

ment buildings, is determined to be "appropriate for or compatible with the preservation or pro-

tection of the [East Cambridge NCD] district."42  Approval of demolition will be dependent on a 

finding by the NCD Commission that a) the demolition of the structure will not adversely impact 

the district, subdistrict, or abutting properties in the sense described in secondary goal #1, and b) 

the replacement project meets the purposes of the neighborhood conservation district with re-

spect to secondary goals #2, 4, 5, and 7, where these are applicable. Buildings that are individu-

ally listed on the National Register of Historic Places or that are contributing structures in Na-

tional Register districts are strong candidates for preservation.  However, all applications will be 

reviewed on a case-by-case basis, and the NCD Commission will not necessarily protect all such 

structures from demolition. 

In evaluating an application to demolish a structure, the Commission should consider the follow-

ing factors: 

• the architectural and historical significance of the structure of which any portion is to 

be demolished 

• the physical condition of the structure and its subsoil conditions and practical restora-

tion or repair alternatives to demolition that might be available using modern tech-

niques and materials 

• the location of the structure in relation to adjacent uses and surrounding context 

• the design of any proposed replacement structure 

• the extent to which the proposed project advances the broad interests of the 

 
41  City Code, section 2.78.080.F. Demolition is categorized in Chapter 40C as an "alteration;" moving a building catego-

rized as "construction." 
42  Chapter 40C, Section 10a. This language is incorporated by reference in the Neighborhood Conservation District and 

Landmark Ordinance, Ch. 2.78.170. 
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community, such as for provision of affordable housing or services to the public 

• the financial costs of renovation compared with new construction;  and   

• if made, a claim of substantial or other hardship.  

3. Alterations to Existing Buildings 

The goals of the district favor retention and repair, rather than replacement, of original or signifi-

cant exterior fabric. Review of proposed alterations to an existing structure (including alterations 

that may constitute or involve new construction or demolition, in which case factors described in 

the preceding paragraphs may also apply), and of all other features not exempted from review, 

should be made with regard to the following additional factors: 

• the extent to which the integrity of the original design has been retained or previously 

diminished  

• the consistency of the proposed alteration with the character, scale, massing, and de-

tailing of surrounding properties; and 

• the proximity of adjacent surrounding structures. 

a. Roofs 

Each period and style of architecture has distinctive roof forms, slope, and materials that are a 

primary feature of the buildings. The intent of the roof standards is to retain the original and later 

contributing roofs, in form and materials, in the District. Changes to the roof form or slope, or 

the raising of a roof shall be reviewed by the Commission. 

• Original or later contributing roofing materials, elements, features, details, and orna-

mentation should be retained. 

• Many properties in the District have lost their original roof materials and elements. 

Replacement of non-historic roofing materials or replacement with a more historically 

appropriate material can be approved by staff.  

b. Windows and Entrances 

The intent of the window and door standards is to conserve the District’s original or later contrib-

uting windows, doors and entryways in configuration, material, and detail. Windows and doors 

are a primary focus for architectural ornament and are an essential element of the proportional 

relationship of building facades.  

• Historic window configurations and solid-to-void ratios should be retained on visible 

facades. 

• New openings on primary facades are discouraged and should be subject to the review 

and approval of the Commission.  

• Unless restoring to historical conditions, changes to the size or location of openings is 

discouraged and should be subject to the review and approval of the Commission. 

• Original or later contributing windows, elements, features (functional and decorative), 

details and ornamentation, including glass, sash, sills, lintels, trim, frames, and shutters, 

should be repaired, rather than replaced. 

• Window repair is preferred to replacement on National Register properties.  

• The Commission encourages the replacement of windows with those that match the 

original material and pattern. Clad windows and simulated divided lights may be per-

mitted. Replacement windows for properties that have already lost their original 
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windows should meet the standards for window replacement. Appropriate replacement 

windows can be approved by staff. 

• Glass should not be inappropriately tinted or reflective-coated.  

• Original or later contributing projecting windows such as oriels, bays and dormers 

should not be removed.  

Changes in the size or location of doors and doorways, including transoms, sidelights, pilasters, 

entablatures etc. shall be subject to District Commission review and approval. 

•    Original entrance designs and arrangement of door openings should be retained.  

• Original or later contributing entrance materials, elements, details, and features (func-

tional and decorative) should be retained.  

• Before the Commission will consider door and door surround or entrance replace-

ment, the possibility of repair should be investigated by the staff.  

• When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary evi-

dence. If using the same material is not technically or economically feasible, then 

compatible materials may be considered. 

• When original doors, door surrounds, and/or entrances have been lost, the Commis-

sion encourages the replacement of these features with elements historically appropri-

ate for the period and style of the property. If documentary evidence of the original 

condition of the doors, door surrounds and entrances for the property is unavailable, 

the design of the replacement elements should be based on similar properties in the 

District. 

• Storm windows and doors are exempt from review. It is recommended that storm 

windows and doors are low-profile and provide a full view of the underlying features. 

Half screens rather than full screens are required. 

c. Building Materials- Structural and Ornamental 

1. Masonry (includes brick, stone, terra cotta, concrete, stucco, and mortar) 

• Original or later contributing masonry materials, elements, features (functional 

and decorative), details and ornamentation, such as brick facades, cornices, ped-

iments, chimneys, foundations, decorative detail, etc., should be retained. 

• When replacement of materials or elements is necessary, they should be based 

on physical or documentary evidence. If using the same material is not techni-

cally or economically feasible, then compatible substitute materials may be con-

sidered. 

• Repointing mortar should duplicate the original in composition, color, texture, 

joint size, and profile. Mortar that is harder than the material it is binding will 

cause masonry to deteriorate. Masonry restoration of properties on the National 

Register shall be subject to review and approval of the staff. 

• Masonry, with the possible exception of extant concrete masonry units and 

stucco, should not be painted unless there is documentary evidence that this 

treatment was used on the property historically. If approved, the proposed color 

should approximate the original masonry or original paint color in appearance. 

2. Wood (includes siding, columns, cornices, brackets, balustrades, etc.) 

• Original or later contributing wood materials, elements, features (functional and 
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decorative), details and ornamentation, such as clapboards, shingles, columns, 

cornices, brackets, balustrades, etc., should be retained. 

• Replacement of materials or elements should be based on physical or documen-

tary evidence. If using the same material is not technically or economically fea-

sible, then compatible substitute materials may be considered. New applications 

of vinyl siding that replace or obscure original materials should not be allowed. 

• Many properties in the neighborhood have been clad in alternate materials, such 

as vinyl, aluminum, asphalt, or asbestos siding. When replacing siding, explora-

tory work should be undertaken to see if the underlying siding and trim can be 

restored. Replacement of siding in-kind or replacement with a more appropriate 

material or design can be approved by staff.  

• It is recommended that paint colors be chosen with consideration of the archi-

tectural period and style of the house. The Commission has no jurisdiction over 

exterior paint but is available to advise on appropriate colors. 

3. Metalwork (including iron fences, railings, balconies, and roof cresting) 

• Original ironwork materials, elements, features (functional and decorative), de-

tails and ornamentation should be retained.  

• Deteriorated or missing ironwork materials, elements, features (functional and 

decorative), details and ornamentation should be replaced if necessary with ma-

terial and elements that match the original in material, color, texture, size, shape 

profile, configuration, and detail of installation.  

• If using the same material is not technically or economically feasible, then com-

patible substitute materials may be considered.  

• New balconies should not be permitted on primary facades.  

• The installation of security grilles may be allowed subject to the review and ap-

proval of the Commission. 

d. Landscape and Mechanical Features 

The NCD commission has no jurisdiction over plant materials but may consider landscape plans 

in the context of new construction projects. 

• Adding or removing of plantings or other vegetation is not reviewed by the 

Commission. Removal of mature trees may fall under the jurisdiction of other 

city departments. 

• New impervious paving in front yards should not be undertaken. 

• Original stone walls reflecting historic changes in grade should be retained. 

• New fences or walls should be no higher than 4’-0’ between the street and the 

front wall of the building and 6’-0” behind the front wall of the building. 

• Mechanical equipment, such as compressor units, should not be installed in a 

front or corner side yard except under special circumstances, such as existing 

building locations or site conditions that make it necessary. Whenever practi-

cable, such equipment should be located in a non-visible location at the rear or 

on a roof. The Commission encourages vegetation or features such as a lattice 

to obscure unsightly mechanical systems. 

e. Accessibility  
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Prompt approval of appropriate means of providing handicapped access to a property shall be a 

high priority for the District.  

A three-step approach is recommended to identify and implement accessibility modifications that 

will protect the integrity and historic character of the property:  

• Review the historical significance of the property and identify character defining fea-

tures. 

• Assess the property’s existing and required level of accessibility.  

• Evaluate accessibility options within a preservation context.  

Because of the complex nature of accessibility, the Commission will review proposals on a case 

by case basis. The Commission recommends consulting with the following document, which is 

available from the Commission office: National Park Service, Preservation Brief 32: “Making 

Historic Properties Accessible” by Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA. 

f. Storefronts 

Storefronts have a significant impact on the character of a commercial district. The following 

guidelines are intended to ensure that storefronts complement their context while allowing busi-

ness owners to express their individuality and promote their goods and services. 

Storefronts are a source commercial vitality, and creativity in this regard is to be encouraged 

(Goal 6) .43  Most storefronts can be regarded as impermanent and the NCD commission should 

look favorably on creative alterations that meet the particular needs of the retailer or office ten-

ant, as long as the original structure and finishes are maintained or recovered (where they still 

exist). Alterations to upper stories are regarded as having the potential for significant and perma-

nent adverse effects and will be reviewed according to the remaining guidelines. Changes to 

storefronts that do not obscure or damage the structure or any original architectural features will 

be encouraged.  

To facilitate review of storefront alterations certain procedures can be delegated to the staff. Ap-

plications for storefront alterations that do not meet these criteria are considered by the Commis-

sion at a public hearing. A Certificate of Nonapplicability will be issued by the staff for: 

• Alterations that reveal or restore, and take place entirely within, the surround of 

a storefront. The storefront surround consists of such elements as piers, col-

umns, cornerboards, quoins, cornices and similar structural or decorative fea-

tures. 

• Alterations that do not obscure, remove, relocate, or replace historic or original 

exterior architectural features. Exterior architectural features may include, but 

are not limited to, such features as brackets, window and door casings, fascia, 

hoods, bays, and window sash. Examples of such alterations that have been ap-

proved by staff include exterior lighting of signs, accessibility hardware, and 

fire suppression and safety appliances or hardware. 

It cannot be presumed that the strong demand for storefront locations will continue. Retail 

 
43  "Revitalize the commercial environment of Cambridge Street by preserving or restoring architecturally sig-

nificant building fabric. Where such fabric no longer exists, support creative, appropriately-scaled contem-

porary designs for remodeled storefronts and in new construction. Maintain consistent height of storefronts 

to match existing average heights and proportions." 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/32-accessibility.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/32-accessibility.htm
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enterprises face severe challenges nationwide, and it is possible that the retail sector on Cam-

bridge Street will contract. Many buildings in the District were designed or adapted for ground 

floor retail, and for reasons of historic preservation and conservation of the resource that they 

represent, repurposed storefronts should be altered in a way that preserves their transparency and 

architectural fabric and that is reversible. 

g. Signs 

Signs on Cambridge Street should contribute to the commercial vitality of the area. However, 

signs should not obscure original architectural features of the structure on which they are located. 

Signs should be fastened to structures in the least destructive way possible. 

Signs that conform to the provisions of Article 7.00 of the zoning code would be exempt from 

review in the neighborhood conservation district. This section allows one square foot of signage 

per linear foot of building frontage, limits projecting signs, and prohibits internally illuminated 

signs, neon signs, and signs above the second floor level. These limits, which were adopted in 

the 1970s in pursuit of tasteful design, are viewed in some quarters as unnecessarily restrictive. 

In adopting the Harvard Square Conservation District in 2000 the City Council granted the His-

torical Commission authority to approve certain non-conforming signs and amended the zoning 

code to transfer some jurisdiction over signs away from the Planning Board. The Commission 

has since approved several non-conforming signs that were considered appropriate for their loca-

tions and supportive of the commercial vitality of the Square. For example, the Commission has 

approved a steaming bagel on J.F. Kennedy Street, retro neon signs at 15 Brattle Street and 52 

Church Street, and internally illuminated projecting signs at 11-21 Dunster Street and several 

other locations. 
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V. Proposed East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Boundaries 

On June 17, 2019 Cambridge Historical Commission staff received a citizens’ petition requesting 

that the Commission initiate the process of designating a portion of East Cambridge as a neigh-

borhood conservation district. The petitioned area shown on the plan below included an area 

roughly bounded by the former Boston & Albany railroad tracks, the Somerville line, Monsignor 

O’Brien Highway, Second Street, Rogers Street, and Bent Street. In general, the boundary en-

closed the core residential neighborhood, leaving out areas undergoing development on the 

north, east, and south. Two fully redeveloped properties on the periphery of the neighborhood, 

The Pavilion at 170 Gore Street and One First at Cambridge and First streets, were excluded. The 

area included 893 parcels with roughly 1,300 owners.  

On the advice of CHC staff, the petitioners had drawn a wide ranging boundary because once ac-

cepted by the Commission the study area could not be expanded, but only reduced during the 

course of the study. 

 
East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District boundaries as proposed by the petitioners 

The East Cambridge Business Association requested that the business districts along Cambridge 

Street be eliminated from consideration on the grounds that an NCD would be an unwarranted 

burden on small business owners (see map below). The petitioners opposed the ECBA’s request. 
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NCD boundaries as recommended by the East Cambridge Business Association 

At the October 3, 2019 hearing the Historical Commission accepted the staff recommendation 

that both the former Middlesex County Courthouse (40 Thorndike Street) and the Lechmere 

MBTA station be removed from the proposed study area because developments on these sites 

were adequately governed by existing public processes. The Commission voted to accept the pe-

tition with the staff recommendation on boundaries, as shown on the map below. 
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East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District boundaries as accepted by the CHC 

All parcels in the proposed study area are located within the following zoning districts: C-1, C-

2B, BA, BB, I-1A, and Open Space, with the highest concentration being C-1 Residential zoning 

(see Part II, Fig. 3). The study area included three large open spaces, Gold Star Mothers Park, 

Ahern Field, and Rogers Street Park, along with other smaller parks and playgrounds, since the 

petitioners wished to protect these areas from possible future development.  

The study committee discussed adjusting the boundaries to eliminate properties within the Busi-

ness-A district along Cambridge Street on at least two occasions. CHC staff observed that elimi-

nating jurisdiction along Cambridge Street would simplify administration of the neighborhood 

conservation district and remove a source of opposition to the study. The majority of the study 

committee supported keeping the study area intact. 
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VI. Recommendations of the Study Committee 

The potential authority of a neighborhood conservation district extends to regulation of all pub-

licly-visible construction, demolition, and alterations, excluding color. This amount of protection 

is neither necessary nor desirable in most situations, and the enabling ordinance allows flexibility 

in crafting a level of jurisdiction that protects significant buildings and features while allowing 

property owners to maintain and improve their properties without unnecessary complications.  

Study committee members, CHC staff, and members of the public engaged in extended discus-

sions about necessary jurisdiction, National Register status with regard to regulation, and non-

binding review (see Part III above). The following recommendations are still subject to further 

debate and change. 

A. Exemptions from Review 

The enabling ordinance, while enabling jurisdiction over all publicly visible exterior alterations, 

new construction, and demolition, categorically exempts the following from review: 

1. Maintenance and ordinary repairs in kind. 

2. Interior alterations. 

3. Exterior alterations not visible from a public way. 

4. Paint color. 

5. Landscaping with plants, trees and shrubs. 

6. Reconstruction or replication of the exterior design of a building, structure, or exterior 

architectural feature damaged or destroyed by fire, storm, or other disaster, provided 

such reconstruction is begun within one year thereafter and carried forward with due 

diligence 

The Study Committee envisions accepting the following additional exclusions from review as 

enabled by the ordinance: 

7. The application of exterior wall material in a manner that does not require the re-

moval or enclosure of any cornice, fascia, soffit, bay, porch, hood, window or door 

casing, or any other protruding decorative element.44 

8. Alterations to the exterior of existing structures that do not increase or diminish the 

size and location of windows and doors, cause the removal of any bay, porch, hood, 

window or door casing or any other protruding decorative element, or alter the ap-

pearance of a roof; 

9. Signs, temporary structures, lawn statuary, or recreational equipment, subject to 

such conditions as to duration of use, dimension, location, lighting, removal and 

similar matters as the Commission may reasonably specify; 

10. Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures substantially at grade 

level; 

 
44 See below for an exception regarding application of coverings to masonry structures. 
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11. Storm doors and windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, an-

tennae, trelliswork and similar appurtenances. 

The Study Committee also recommends that the East Cambridge NCD Order adopt further ex-

clusions under the provision that a commission “may determine from time to time after a public 

hearing that certain categories of exterior architectural features or structures … may be con-

structed or altered without review” (2.78.090.C). Further exclusions should include the follow-

ing: 

12. Replacement windows pursuant to the Cambridge Historical Commission’s 

Guidelines for the Replacement of Wood Windows (see appendix) 

13. New openings in foundations (below the first floor) for windows and light wells. 

14. Furnace vents not located on a principal facade. 

15. HVAC equipment behind the principal front wall plane of a building. 

16. Flat skylights and solar panels parallel to and in close contact with the plane of 

the roof. 

17. Replacement roofing materials, except when replacing a slate roof. 

18. Replacement of wood gutters and exterior features unprotected from the weather, 

such as fascia, porches, railings, steps, balustrades and fences, with synthetics in 

conformance with the Cambridge Historical Commission’s Practices in Reviewing 

Synthetic Trim and Gutters. 

19. Electric vehicle charging stations. 

20. Raised beds for planting. 

21. New walls and fences four feet high or less between the sidewalk and the princi-

pal wall plane of the building, and walls and fences six feet high or less behind the 

principal wall plane of the building.45 

22. Alterations to commercial building facades that the Executive Director of the His-

torical Commission or designated staff person determines will reveal or restore the 

decorative or structural framework of the building originally intended to surround a 

storefront. Framework consists of such elements as piers, columns, corner boards, 

quoins, friezes, cornices, and similar structural or decorative features. 

23. Storefront alterations that the Executive Director or designated staff person deter-

mines do not obscure, remove, relocate, or replace historic or original exterior archi-

tectural features. Such features include, but are not limited to, elements such as 

brackets, window and door casings, fascia, hoods, bays, and display windows. 

24. Signs in the BA district conforming to Section 7.000, “Signs and Illumination” of 

 
45 As measured from the from the lowest immediately-adjacent grade.. 
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the Cambridge Zoning Ordinance. 

CHC staff will issue Certificates of Nonapplicability for projects involving the listed exceptions; 

no public hearings will be necessary in these instances. Applicants seeking approval for projects 

in these categories that do not qualify for a Certificate of Nonapplicability may apply to the NCD 

commission for a Certificate of Appropriateness or Hardship.  

B. Jurisdiction over New Construction, Demolition, and Certain Alterations 

Activities such as demolition and new construction are categorically irreversible and must be 

subject to NCD commission review in all parts of the district. Certain types of publicly-visible 

alterations may be less critical in their effect. National Register status is considered to be a useful 

tool to differentiate between levels of review. The study committee debated whether to treat Na-

tional Register buildings more strictly, or non-National Register buildings less so. A consensus 

emerged that all buildings should be subject to the same jurisdiction, but that certain activities or 

alterations to non-National Register buildings should be subject to non-binding review. 

 
East Cambridge properties on the National Register of Historic Places 

1. Properties on the National Register of Historic Places 

For properties on the National Register of Historic Places, all new construction and demolition, 

as well as publicly-visible alterations that do not qualify for an exemption (including the applica-

tion of exterior wall coverings such as artificial siding, stucco, or paint to masonry structures), 

will be subject to binding review by the NCD Commission pursuant to the guidelines stated in 

Part IV.  

2. Non-National Register properties – Binding and Non-binding Review 

For properties that are not on the National Register, there will be binding review by the NCD 
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Commission for all new construction and demolition and non-binding review of the following 

categories of non-exempt alterations: 

A. The application of exterior wall coverings such as artificial siding, stucco, or paint to 

masonry structures. 

B. Removal of exterior materials down to the sheathing if the removal results in changes 

to the appearance of cornices, fascias, soffits, bays, porches, door or window hoods, 

corner boards, window or door casings, or any other protruding decorative element. 

C. Changes to roof form, shape or height, including addition of dormers 

D. Replacement of a slate roof with other material 

E. Changes to door and window sizes and locations, except basement windows and ex-

empted storefront alterations 

Alterations not mentioned above or exempt from review would undergo non-binding review by 

Commission staff. 

3. Non-conforming signs in the Business B District 

Signs on Cambridge Street should contribute to the commercial vitality of the area. While signs 

that conform to the provisions of Article 7.00 of the zoning code would be exempt from review 

in the neighborhood conservation district, the East Cambridge NCD Commission should have 

the authority to approve certain non-conforming signs that might be considered appropriate for 

their locations and supportive of the commercial vitality of the street. Similar authority was 

granted to the Cambridge Historical Commission when the Harvard Square Conservation District 

was adopted in 2000. 
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Table of Jurisdiction: East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

Binding Review, Non-Binding Review, and Exempt Activities  

(see pp. 73-76 for full description) 

 Hearing Required National Register Non-National Register 

 Demolition Binding Review  Binding Review 

 New Construction Binding Review Binding Review 

 Alterations including:   

A       New siding or paint on exterior masonry Binding Review Non-Binding Review 

B       Removal of significant original features Binding Review Non-Binding Review 

C       Change roof form, shape or height; new dormers Binding Review Non-Binding Review 

D       Replacement of slate roof with other material Binding Review Non-Binding Review 

E       Change door or window locations or sizes Binding Review Non-Binding Review 

    

 Exempt or CHC Staff Review   

1 Maintenance Exempt from review Exempt from review 

2 Interior alterations Exempt from review Exempt from review 

3 Exterior alterations not publicly visible Exempt from review Exempt from review 

4 Exterior color Exempt from review Exempt from review 

5 Landscaping with plant materials and raised beds Exempt from review Exempt from review 

6 Reconstruction after fire or natural disaster Exempt from review Exempt from review 

7 New siding that preserves significant features Exempt from review Exempt from review 

8 Exterior alterations that preserve significant features Exempt from review Exempt from review 

9 Signs, temporary structures, rec equipment, etc. Exempt from review Exempt from review 

10 Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks at grade Exempt from review Exempt from review 

11 Storm windows, window air conditioners, light fixtures, 
antennae, trellises, etc. 

Exempt from review Exempt from review 

12 Replacement windows per guidelines Exempt from review Exempt from review 

13 Foundation openings  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

14 Furnace vents not on a main façade  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

15 HVAC equipment behind the main façade  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

16 Solar panels and skylights flat to the roof  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

17 Replacement roofing material (except on old slate roofs)  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

18 Synthetic materials per guidelines  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

19 EV charging stations  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

20 Fences <4’ in front and <6’ behind front wall plane  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

21 Storefront alterations that reveal original features  CHC staff review    CHC staff review 

22 Storefront alterations that preserve original features  CHC staff review    CHC staff review 

23 Signs per code  Exempt from review    Exempt from review 

 

April 20, 2022 
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C. Boundaries 

The Study Committee recommends adoption of the boundaries as presently drawn. 

The committee debated whether to exclude the properties at 

229-231 and 235 Third Street, which are separated from other 

properties on the west side of the street by the vacant lot at 

221 Third as part of an excluded industrial property on Bent 

Street. The properties in question contain houses built in 1903 

and 1872 (the latter refaced with brick in the 1990s). The com-

mittee agreed that the corner functions as the southeastern 

gateway to the neighborhood and that the houses should be in-

cluded in the district. 

 
235 and 229-231 Third Street      Google Streetview, 2016 
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Appendices 

 

A  Proposed Order Establishing the East Cambridge Neighborhood  

Conservation District [to be included in the Final Report] 

B. CHC Practices in Reviewing Synthetic Trim and Gutters 

C. CHC Guidelines for the Replacement of Wood Windows 

D. Communications from the East Cambridge Business Association 

E. Communication from the East Cambridge Planning Team 

F. Hidden Costs of Historic Districts in Belmont and Dennis, Mass., as experienced by 

Study Committee member Ronald Creamer 
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Appendix A  Proposed Order Establishing the East Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation Dis-

trict [to be included in the Final Report] 
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Appendix B. Cambridge Historical Commission Practices in Reviewing Synthetic Trim and Gutters 

 

The Cambridge Historical Commission has adopted the practice of allowing synthetic replace-

ments for trim details that are in ground contact (like porch skirt boards and step risers) or ex-

posed to the weather (like rooftop balustrades or deck railings with no roof over them). We took 

this step after a property owner in the historic district was facing replacement of a balustrade in 

wood for the third time in 35 years. 

 

Cellular PVC (as produced by Azek and other manufacturers) comes in many traditional profiles 

and common lumber sizes. It has a matte finish that can (and should) be painted, and when fin-

ished is indistinguishable from wood. Domestic lumber today bears no resemblance to the old-

growth materials that were available until the 1940s and ’50s. Exotic hardwoods may be the an-

swer for the time being, but they are getting more expensive to source and may not be environ-

mentally (or ethically) sustainable in the long term.  

  

The Commission has also allowed wood gutters to be replaced with copper or fiberglass as long 

as the profile matches the existing (or original) profile. We allow this because wood gutters are 

inherently undersized for all but the smallest roof surfaces. This mismatch of capacity vs. de-

mand, combined with the propensity of narrow outlets to clog with the slightest obstruction, 

leads to destructive overflows and consequent deterioration of fascia, soffits, and siding. The 

same exterior dimension in a 4” x 5” (nominal) thin-walled metal or fiberglass gutter will have 

over three times the capacity of an equivalent wood gutter. High-end frame houses in the late 

19th century were sometimes built with copper gutters formed to traditional profiles and painted 

to match the trim. 

 

The Commission does not permit K-style gutters (the familiar flat-bottomed aluminum gutter 

profile) as replacements in historic districts unless they were original to the building, but copper 

or fiberglass gutters in an appropriate profile preserve or recapture the traditional appearance of a 

cornice while offering measurable benefits in efficient capture of rainwater. While not cheap, 

they offer homeowners greater longevity and lower demands for maintenance.  

  

Owners of designated properties in Cambridge may utilize these materials with staff review to 

ensure that replacements match existing or original details; more complicated cases are referred 

to the full commission for a public hearing. 

 

The Commission has also approved synthetics for fence replacements in the Old Cambridge His-

toric District. One corner property had almost 500’ of frontage; the previous wooden fence, 

lasted less than 15 years before the Commission allowed it to be replaced with painted PVC. The 

result is functionally and visually indistinguishable from wood. Shiny plastic fences would not 

be allowed under any circumstances. 

 

June 6, 2018 
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Appendix C. Cambridge Historical Commission Guidelines for Replacement of Wood Windows 

Guidelines for Preservation and Replacement  
of Historic Wood Windows in Cambridge 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Prepared by Paul Trudeau 
Cambridge Historical Commission 
831 Massachusetts Avenue 
Cambridge, Mass.  02139 
www.cambridgema.gov/~Historic 
May 2009; updated March 2022 
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Guidelines for Preservation and Replacement of Historic Wood Windows in Cambridge46 
 
Introduction 
 
A primary objective of the Cambridge Historical Commission is to ensure the preservation and protec-
tion of the distinct characteristics of historic buildings and places throughout the city.  Historic wood 
windows are considered to be one of these distinct characteristics.  The Historical Commission believes 
that the protection of historic wood windows not only preserves an irreplaceable resource but is also 
cost-effective to the homeowner and environmentally responsible.  The following guidelines are in-
tended to inform Cambridge property owners on the benefits of wood window restoration, and to guide 
property owners of locally-designated buildings and commission members in evaluating the appropri-
ateness of window replacement. 
 
The Cambridge Historical Commission and the city’s neighborhood conservation district commissions 
have varying degrees of jurisdiction over window replacement within the boundaries of their designated 
districts (see http://www.cambridgema.gov/ Historic/ meetingsprocess.html for a description of the dis-
tricts).  In general, commissions have jurisdiction over all “exterior architectural features” of buildings, 
and no building permit may be issued for work in an historic or neighborhood conservation district until 
a commission has issued a Certificate of Appropriateness, Nonapplicability, or Hardship.47 A Certificate 
of Appropriateness will be issued when the commission determines that the work is not incongruous to 
the character of the building or district; a Certificate of Hardship will be issued if the applicant demon-
strates hardship, financial or otherwise, and the proposed work will not have an adverse effect on the 
district; and a Certificate of Nonapplicability will be issued if the work is judged to be not within the ju-
risdiction of the commission, or not visible from a public way.48 
 
Why Preserve Historic Wood Windows? 
 
Windows are an essential component of buildings, both as a means for light, ventilation, and visibility, 
and as an architectural feature.  By providing scale, profile, and composition to a façade, windows are 
often one of the most important character-defining features of a structure.    Federal preservation 
guidelines advise that “windows should be considered significant to a building if they: 1) are original, 2) 
reflect the original design intent for the building, 3) reflect period or regional styles or building practices, 
4) reflect changes to the building resulting from major periods or events, or 5) are examples of excep-
tional craftsmanship or design.”49  Today’s busy homeowner is often led to believe that old windows 

 
46 These guidelines primarily pertain to the one-, two- and three-family homes that characterize the city’s residential dis-
tricts. Different standards may apply for apartment houses and commercial and industrial buildings.  
47 The Massachusetts historic district statute defines “exterior architectural features” as “such portion of the exterior of a 
building or structure as is open to view from a public street, public way, public park or public body of water, including but 
not limited to the architectural style and general arrangement and setting thereof, the kind, color and texture of exterior 
building materials, the color of paint or other materials applied to exterior surfaces and the type and style of windows, 
doors, lights, signs and other appurtenant exterior fixtures; (M.G.L. Ch. 40c, Sec. 5). 
48 The statute defines the scope of the commission’s review: “In passing upon matters before it the commission shall con-
sider, among other things, the historic and architectural value and significance of the site, building or structure, the general 
design, arrangement, texture, material and color of the features involved, and the relation of such features to similar fea-
tures of buildings and structures in the surrounding area” (M.G.L. Ch. 40C, Sec. 7). 
49 Myers, John.  “Preservation Brief 9: The Repair of Historic Wooden Windows.”  Technical Preservation Services, U.S. De-

partment of the Interior (1981) (http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/briefs/brief09.htm) 

http://www.cambridgema.gov/%20Historic/%20meetingsprocess.html
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cannot be repaired, and that they are inconvenient, high maintenance, inefficient, and ultimately re-
placeable.  Historic wood windows were built to last, however, and some are still in service after two 
centuries or more.   
 
A Brief History 
 
Moveable wood sash windows date back to the early 1700s.  Early construction techniques evolved into 
an intricate combination of molded wooden members (“muntins”) to hold panes of glass.  Early wood 
sash windows were marked by thick muntins and small panes, or lights, due to the high price of glass.  
As glass technology improved and prices decreased, lights became larger and muntins became thinner.   
 
By the late eighteenth century, dimensions of windows were standardized according to the sizes of glass 
imported from Britain.50  The principal window type of this era was the double-hung sash, which is com-

monly found today in Cambridge’s 
older buildings.  Sash construction 
remained a complex process, and 
windows were milled from old-
growth lumber that is denser than 
the wood available today – one 
reason for the longevity of these 
windows. 
 
Historically, the character and con-
figuration of window sash have 
been essential to the style of a 
building.  Nineteenth century mun-
tin profiles and sash designs 
changed with evolving architectural 
styles, demonstrating deliberate 
design choices and skilled crafts-
manship.  Window glass manufac-
tured before the mid-1920s exhib-
its wavy patterns and defects that 
are an important characteristic of 
older buildings.  Historic windows 
are detailed differently than mod-
ern windows, and their old glass 
provides a markedly different pat-
tern of reflection from modern 
glass. Preserving the sometimes 
subtle distinctions between mod-
ern and historic sash is critical to 
maintaining the historic character 

of a building. 

 
50 There are local window companies that manufacture a “Boston Pattern” sash based on these eighteenth-century stand-
ards, which will fit nearly any window opening in Cambridge.  “New York” pattern windows sold in western and southern 
New England are slightly different. 

Figure 1: The Anatomy of a Double-Hung Window.  Image source: 

http://www.cityofalbany.net/comdev/historic/windowparts.jpg 

 

http://www.cityofalbany.net/comdev/historic/windowparts.jpg
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Consider Restoration before Replacement 
 
The staff of the Cambridge Historical Commission receives proposals for and inquiries about window re-
placement on a regular basis, a reflection of the rapid growth of the window replacement industry.  
Property owners are sometimes reluctant to hear the case for restoring historic wood windows opposed 
to their replacement. The benefits of window restoration can be summed up under three categories: 
Sustainability, Energy-Efficiency, and Historic Character.     
 
Sustainability 
 
 An important facet of preserving historic buildings is the retention of original components.  Like most 
structural elements of older, wood-framed buildings, historic wood windows were milled from old-
growth lumber that can last centuries, even when not properly maintained.  Their sustainability is com-
plemented by the fact they were carefully constructed with mortise and tenon joinery to fit tight into 
the window openings of a house with extreme care and craftsmanship.  Mass-produced wood replace-
ment windows are typically constructed of new-growth lumber, often with glued-together finger joints 
and are highly susceptible to rot.  The preservation of an old window maintains an irreplaceable, sus-
tainable resource.     
 
In addition to craftsmanship and the durability of the wood, historic wood windows are also sustainable 
in that they are easily repairable.  With the abundance of 
allegedly “maintenance-free” replacement window op-
tions on the market today, it’s not surprising that prop-
erty owners are often inclined to do away with old wood 
windows.  “Maintenance-free,” however, is a misleading 
claim.  Any product that is in constant operation and is 
susceptible to seasonal fluctuations and weathering will 
need maintenance.  Replacement windows typically have 
plastic and metal parts that become outmoded over 
time, making them difficult (if not impossible) to repair.  
Vinyl windows are prone to denting, warping and fading 
in high temperatures.51  In most cases, wood replace-
ment sash have aluminum or vinyl exterior cladding 
meant to protect the wood as an alternative to storm 
windows.  However, if moisture finds its way in, through 
weep holes or other infiltration sources, the new-growth 
lumber shielded beneath the cladding can quickly rot.52     
 
Another 
major 
claim of 
the window replacement industry is insulating glass.  Insulating glass involves two panes of glass with an 

 
51 Paul Fisette, “Understanding Energy-Efficient Windows,” Fine Homebuilding 114 (1998): 68-73 
52 See for example, class action suit brought against Pella Windows in February 2008 from homeowners who alleged that 
their Proline aluminum-clad wood replacement windows had design flaws that allowed water penetration beneath the ex-
terior cladding, causing premature rotting in the sash. http://www.freedweiss.com/investigations_pella.htm  

Figure 2: Cross-section of insulating glass in a 

vinyl replacement window unit 

http://www.freedweiss.com/investigations_pella.htm
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inert gas sealed in the space between them; these windows are called “double-glazed.”  Their design, 
however, does not lend to sustainability. Windows with insulating glass come with only a 15 to 20 year 
warranty; when the sealant fails, the window will lose its insulating quality, the glass will fog, and the 
entire window may have to be replaced.53  Historic wood windows with a single pane of glass can be re-
paired with tools found at a local hardware store and will last up to 10 times longer than a replacement 
model.  Homeowners should be aware that the payback period for restoring wood windows and in-
stalling quality storm windows is significantly less than installing replacement windows.    In sum, the 
term “replacement window” means just what it says – it will have to be replaced again and again.   
 
As global warming and related “green” issues are in the headlines, recycling and sustainability are im-
portant terms.  Window restoration incorporates both of these concepts.   Restoration of existing wood 
windows reduces both landfill waste and the production of the energy-consuming, synthetic materials 
found in many replacement windows.  Hiring a local window restoration specialist to work on your win-
dows also helps sustain local economies as labor intensive, opposed to materials intensive, concept. 
 
Energy-Efficiency 
 
Much like sustainability, energy efficiency is an important factor in the “green” discussion and is often 
the primary reason homeowners look to replace their windows.  The generally erroneous notion is that 
older wood windows are not as energy efficient as today’s double-glazed replacement models.  How-

ever, window replacement companies will often compare their 
product to an unrestored wood window with little or no 
weatherstripping and a poor (or no) storm window.  With 
proper repair and maintenance, coupled with weather strip-
ping and a quality storm window, a single-glazed historic wood 
window will have a comparable level of energy efficiency to 
that of a double-glazed replacement window.  Industry guide-
lines indicate that the addition of a storm window to an exist-
ing single-glazed window will reduce the energy loss through 
the window area by approximately 50%.54  As replacement 
window manufacturers will attest, the best insulation on a 
small scale is dead air space.  The extra dead air space created 
with a sealed storm window (typically 2”) means more insula-
tion and increased energy efficiency.  Replacement window 
dead air space between the double-glazing is only 1/16 to 1/32 
of an inch.  

 
It is important to note that infiltration of air, rather than heat loss through the glass, is the principal cul-
prit affecting energy efficiency; it can account for as much as 50% of the total heat loss of a building.55  

 
53 Walter Sedovic and Jill H. Gotthelf, “What Replacement Windows Can’t Replace: The Real Cost of Removing Historic Win-
dows,” APT Bulletin: Journal of Preservation Technology 36:4 (2005): 25-29 
54 Several studies reveal comparable energy savings between a restored single-glazed wood window/storm combination 
and a double-glazed replacement window.  See Bill Mattinson, et. al., “What Should I Do About My Windows?” Home En-
ergy 19/4 (2002); Noelle Lord, “Embracing Energy Efficiency,” Old House Journal (September/October 2007); Andrew 
Shapiro and Brad James, “Creating Windows of Energy-Saving Opportunity,” Home Energy Magazine Online (Septem-
ber/October 1997), http://homeenergy.org/archive/hem.dis.anl.gov/eehem/97/970908.html. 
55 Sedovic and Gotthelf, 27. 

Figure 3: “Air Escape” chart from the 

U.S. Department of Energy 
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Moreover, most of the heat loss in an old house occurs in areas other than windows.   Insulation in 
walls, attics, and between floors, and weather stripping around doors will help prevent loss of heat.56  
Replacement window manufacturers also often misquote U-values as the value through the center of 
the glass (the location of the best U-value) and not for the entire unit.57  A U-value is a rating of energy 
efficiency for all the combined components of a window or door – the lower the U-value, the greater the 
efficiency.  An optional feature of replacement windows is “low-e” (low emissivity) glass, a microscopi-
cally thin, virtually invisible, metal or metallic oxide layer deposited directly on the surface of one or 
more of the panes of glass. The low-e coating reduces the infrared radiation from a warm pane of glass 
to a cooler pane, thereby lowering the U-factor of the window.  The same effect can be achieved with 
low-e storm windows and/or energy-saving window film that can be applied directly to single-glazed 
windows.  
 

  
 
 
 
Historic Character 
 
A third reason to restore existing wood windows is the retention of character-defining features of his-
toric wood windows that are nearly impossible to duplicate with double-glazed replacement windows.  

 
56 The U.S. Department of Energy has detailed information on air infiltration and other energy-loss related issues at 
http://www1.eere.energy.gov/consumer/tips/air_leaks.html 
57 Sedovic and Gotthelf, 27. 

Figure 4: Energy-savings comparison chart for original and replacement windows.  Reprinted courtesy of 

Old-House Journal, 4125 Lafayette Center Drive, Ste. 100, Chantilly, VA, 20151, www.oldhousejournal.com 

 

http://www.oldhousejournal.com/
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As mentioned earlier, the muntin profiles and old glass in wood windows are distinct characteristics of a 
historic façade.  Replacement windows or sash rarely have the same details. The traditional ½” or 5/8” 
exterior muntin with a putty bead is difficult to reproduce in an insulated glass, true divided light win-
dow, and is extremely costly.  Many wood replacement windows have a muntin at least 7/8” wide with 
an inappropriate moulded profile affixed to the glass and not actually holding individual panes of glass 
(referred to as a “simulated divided light” to simulate a true divided light profile).  Cheaper models, typi-
cally vinyl or aluminum windows, feature removable grilles or grilles between the glass, providing no 
profile, depth, or shadow lines (see figure 2).  Some replacement windows will decrease the glazed 
opening by as much as 3” in width, with a significant loss of light and alteration of the appearance. 
 

Replacement windows will also often require a change in 
a window’s rough opening because these products are 
based on national standards and do not match “Boston 
Pattern” dimensions –window sash sizes that have been 
standard in the Boston area since the 18th century.  This 
will involve an increase in vinyl or aluminum framing 
members to hold the replacement window properly, de-
tracting from the historic character of a building.  Custom 
sizing will add to the expense of replacement windows. 
 
It is often argued that storm windows have a negative im-
pact on the historic character of wood windows.  An im-
portant point to consider is that storm windows have 
been used for over 100 years.  Although aluminum storm 
windows do not replicate the appearance of wood 
storms, they are allowed without review in historic dis-
tricts and neighborhood conservation districts and are al-
ways preferred to window replacement unless the win-
dows themselves are judged not significant.  Storm win-
dows are a fully-reversible alteration that protect the 

original fabric of the building and can make the window assembly as en-
ergy-efficient as replacement windows.  For optimal results, the storm 
windows meeting rails should correspond to the position of the existing 

meeting rails of the sash and match in color.58  Contact the Historical Commission for information about 
appropriate models.  
       
When is Replacement Acceptable? 
 
In some cases, an old wood sash may be beyond repair and need to be replaced.  In such a situation, re-
placing the historic, single-glazed wood sash with a single-glazed reproduction wood sash is the pre-
ferred option.  It is important that the new sash have the same number of lights (unless the existing sash 
are themselves inappropriate replacements – contact the Historical Commission for advice).  Coupled 
with a quality storm window, this solution satisfies much of the rationale for restoration listed above.  
The staff of the Historical Commission has compiled a list of window manufacturers that produce single-
glazed, true divided light windows.  Local manufacturers such as Brosco and Boston Sash & Millwork 

 
58 Interior storm windows or energy panels are a secondary option but can damage casings and sills and cause condensation 
on the interior face of the sash.  Moreover, the exterior face of the sash is not protected from the elements. 

Figure 5: A restored double-hung wood win-

dow with a new storm window helps maintain 

the historic character of a building 
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feature a line of Boston Pattern wood sash.  Several other manufacturers produce custom wood sash 
that are authentic reproductions of historic sash.   
 
If a double-glazed replacement window is the only option, Commissions will generally consider how the 
proposal will impact the historic character of a building; namely how closely the replacements match the 
originals in pattern, details, materials and finishes as closely as practicable.  Dimensions and profiles of 
casings, sills, jambs, meeting rails and muntins are all subject to review.  Some manufacturers have been 
able to produce double-glazed wood windows with muntin profiles that are a closer match to those 
found on single-glazed sash; contact the Historical Commission for recommended models.  Although 
there have been advances in recreating the details of historic windows, the sustainability and energy ef-
ficiency issues are still highly debatable.  How-
ever, there are replacement models of higher 
quality than others.  Replacing a pre-existing re-
placement window with an in-kind replacement 
window is typically reviewed and approved at the 
staff level, as well as windows that are not visible 
from a public way. 

It is essential to distinguish between “windows” 
and “sash,” especially when discussing their po-
tential replacement. “Replacing a window” means 
removing the entire window, including the sash, 
the jambs, the interior and exterior casings, and 
the sill, and installing an entirely new unit. This is 
often problematical because the casings will al-
most inevitably have different dimensions from 
the original, leaving gaps against both exterior 
and interior finishes. Unless specially ordered, 
modern windows will have a different configura-
tion of casings, stops, and screens, dimensionally-
thinner sills and casings, and will sometimes oc-
cupy a different plane in the wall.  
 
“Replacing a sash” means replacing the moveable 
parts of a window, leaving the casings, jambs and 
sill intact. There are two approaches to replacing 
sash: 

• Replacing the sash and balances only. Locally-made Boston Pattern sash fit window openings from 
all periods. Sash can be replaced with new spring balances that eliminate sash weights and allow 
weight pockets to be filled with insulation. This operation may have little or no effect on the exterior 
architectural character of the house. 

• Replacing the sash with a new window, within the existing jambs. Most manufacturers offer insert 
windows containing both sash and jambs that are made to fit within the existing jambs. This may 
seem like an attractive alternative, but the additional width of the extra jambs and balances intro-
duces new visual elements and can significantly reduce the size of the glazing. 

 
 

Figure 6: An example of a window insert replace-

ment (note the reduction of the window’s rough 

opening due to the additional framing required to 

hold the sash) 
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What about Lead Paint? 
 
Lead paint was banned by the federal government in 1978 to reduce the risk of lead poisoning in chil-
dren.  In older homes, windows, in particular, may contain lead paint.  The repeated use and operation 
of the window sash may increase the likelihood of paint chipping and the creation of lead dust.  Property 
owners are often concerned that the presence of lead paint on windows may require immediate re-
placement of the windows.  Although it is not uncommon to find lead paint on historic wood windows, 
lead abatement can be achieved without posing serious health hazards.  A licensed risk assessor can 
confirm the presence and location of lead paint and a licensed lead abatement contractor should be 
able to stabilize and treat it appropriately.  Homeowners need to be aware that certain methods of lead 
paint removal, including electric sanding without proper filter vacuums and the use of heat guns, are il-
legal.  This is especially critical when hiring a paint contractor or window restoration specialist to work 
on site, as these methods can produce dust and are considered a potential health hazard for the 
worker(s), but more importantly, for children under the age of six. With proper precautions and safety 
measures, however, historic wood windows with lead paint can be remedied. 
 
In legal terms, the Code of Massachusetts Regulations directs a property owner to fully comply with 
State lead abatement procedures when a child under six years old resides in a house or building where 
lead paint is identified by a certified lead inspector.59  The regulations do not require the immediate re-
moval of windows or window sash containing lead paint, but rather careful and thorough abatement.  
Special consideration is given to buildings on the State Register of Historic Places, recommending offsite 
stripping and reinstallation of any components containing lead paint and advising against permanent 
removal of “historic architectural features” such as wood sash.60  The abatement method, either 
through stripping of the lead paint or replacing the sash, is ultimately at the discretion of the home-
owner.   
 
For More Information 

For additional information on the Massachusetts Lead Law and lead paint removal please visit 
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/childhood-lead-poisoning-prevention-program or call 800 532-9571. 

To learn about property owner responsibilities, see this summary: https://www.mass.gov/service-de-
tails/learn-about-massachusetts-lead-law.  

This database will help you determine if a property has had lead hazards identified and/or has a letter of 
compliance: https://eohhs.ehs.state.ma.us/leadsafehomes/default.aspx.  

Call the Cambridge Public Health Department at 617 665-3831 for information about childhood lead poi-
soning or lead exposure. 

Contact the Historical Commission  

All residents of Cambridge are encouraged to contact CHC staff for technical assistance with window res-
toration or replacement. 

If you live in a historic or neighborhood conservation district or own an otherwise designated property 
you must obtain a Certificate of Appropriateness for window replacement  
 
 

 
59 See CMR 460.000, “Lead Poisoning Prevention and Control” from the Department of Public Health. 
60 Ibid. 

https://www.mass.gov/orgs/childhood-lead-poisoning-prevention-program
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/learn-about-massachusetts-lead-law
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/learn-about-massachusetts-lead-law
https://eohhs.ehs.state.ma.us/leadsafehomes/default.aspx
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Appendix D. Communications from the East Cambridge Business Association 
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Appendix E. Communication from the East Cambridge Planning Team 
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Appendix F. Hidden Costs of Historic Districts in Belmont and Dennis, Mass., as experienced by 

Study Committee member Ronald Creamer Jr. 
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