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The time is now for

historic districts

Mark
Micheli

Nobody likes to be told whal they
can or can't do with their property,
but this shouldn'l be & major con-
cern of recent efforts 1o establish an
historic disicict in Malden,

The five volunteers on the city's
Histarie District Study Committee
aren’t proposing an archilectural po-
lice siate.

Whal they're proposing is a sane
method for restoring and maintain-
ing one ol the city's mosl valuable
assets — s history gs 1 refales o ity
structures and s neighborhoads,
And what the commitiee recognizes
15 that Malden's historic neighbor-
hoods are in danger of extinction
without this small bit of democratic
intervention.

After researching the homes and
businesses in various neighborhoods
in the city, the committee is propos-
ing thal the downtown neighbor-
hood behind the Malden Public Li-
brary become the city's first arca o
reap the benefits of this protection.
Before that happens. the historic dis-
trict plan has to be approved by the
state and the Malden City Council.

I happen to live in this neighbor.
hood and welcome the historic dis-
wict designation and all \hat comes
with it for several reasans

This neighborhood is bordered by
architectural ireasures — the
Malden Public Library which was
designed by he esieemed architect
H.H. Richardson, the Davenport
Heme and the First Baptist Church.
Bur a walk behind these historic
gems reveals a mismatch of proper-
ties in various stages of glory and
decline.

The transient nature of this neigh-
borhood, along with the abundance
of absentee
landlords, has inflicted it with a
heavy dose of ambivalence when it
comes to Lhe upkeep
of properties. Establishing a historic
district here and imposing design re-
view guidelines thal property own-
ers have 1o follow when making ren-
ovations will inject a much-needed
dose of historic respect and neigh-
borhood pride to the area.

The guidelines being proposed by
the Mulden Histarie Distrier Study
Commitiee wre reahistic for this
working-clags community und very
lenient compared o guidelines used
by historic districts in other ciles.
Members of the Historic District
Study Commiltee know Malden. its
residents and are realistic as to whin
would be tolerated and what would
propose a hardship for property
owners.

The guidelines they're proposing
would protect the rights of home-
owners (0 do whal they wanl (o with

their properties while guarding
against only the most severe viola-
tions ef building mainlenance.

Qutsiders who own property in
the neighborhood and reag the fi-
nancial rewards of the rents they
colleet will no longer he able o shap
plywood up over broken windows or
deleriorating porches while saving
their money Lo make more re-
spectable renovations 1o
their hames in more affluem com-
munities.

Yet, many misconceptions about
these design review puidelings per-
sist.

First of all, 1he city’s plans would
not give the city the righl 10 Lell
homeowners what coler they can
paint their homes. Malden’s plan
specifically mentions “paint colors”
as something that will not be regu-
lated along with: siorm doors and
windews, work not seen from the
public right of way, routine mainte-
nance, interior construction, land-
scape  planting, traffic contro! de-
vices and public safety features.

And although “substile siding”
is listed as one of the iems thar
would be required to come under re-
view, the commitiee is not propos-
ing to cutlaw vinyl siding. In fact, at
a recent public meeting, commiltee
members actually used a picture of u
vinyl-sided home to show how a his-
toric renovation of a home can be
dune right,

Gelling expert advice in making
renovalion decistons 15 a key benefit
of owning property inan historic dis-
trict. Smarl and conscious property
owners will be able 10 take advan.
tage of getling free udvice lor archi-
lectural and landscape projects. And
special grants and low-interest loans
wii! be available to property owners
for some renovation projects.

All of these benefits for individual
property owners will have an overall
benefit for the neighborhood and the
city. Property values, over time.
should increase. And this is 3 pos-
live thing, nol negative as one rese-
dent was guated as saying in 1his
newspaper lasl week,

The resident’s argument was that
Lhe neighborhood might lose ity “di-
versity™ if property values were (o
increase. This is ludicrous,

Unlike owr litly-white municipal
neighbors, Malden and this neigh-
borhood do not
have a chance of losiag ils “wive s
Ly.” on either the cconamic or rigeal
fronts. And everyone, regardiess of
their race or how much maney they
have in their wallel, deserves
1 live in a well-maintained neigh.
borhoed and one (hat respects. hon-
ors and celebrates
its historic past.

Mark Micheli, the former manag-
ing editor of the Malden Observer
Rewspaper group, lives in Malden
and writex @ monthly column for this
newspaner




