
Local Historical 
Commissions at  

50 Years 



 The Massachusetts Historical Commission 
  Established in 1963 to identify, evaluate and protect the 
 significant historic and archaeological assets of the 
 Commonwealth. 
 
  Staff at the MHC includes architectural historians, 
 preservation planners, planners, archaeologists and 
 architects. 



 Local Government Programs at 
the Massachusetts  

Historical Commission 

Assisting all 351 Cities and Towns of Massachusetts in 
Community-Wide Historic Preservation Planning. 

 
Primarily, the Local Historical Commissions. 



A presentation on the History of 
Local Historic Preservation 

Efforts 
1. Before Local Historical Commissions 
  (and I mean way, way before) 
2. Historic Preservation in the 1960s 
 (it wasn’t all peace,  
 love and  grooviness) 
3. How Far We Have Come 
 (as well as…the more  
 things change, the more…) 



1. Before Local 
Historical 
Commissions 



Flux 
Capacitor 

Expertise 

Time 
Machine 





Who was  
the first  
Historic 
Preservationist? 

Mid 19th Century 



Mount 
Vernon 
Ladies 

Association 

Was it Ann 
Pamela 

Cunningham? 



Did Historic Preservation Efforts 
Really Begin with Creating 

Museums? 



• Identifying Historic Resources 
• Education about Historic Resources 
• Advocating for Historic Resources 
• Historic Property Stewardship 
• Preventative Maintenance 
• Rehabilitation of Historic Resources 
• Adaptive Re-use of Historic 
 Resources 
 

Examples of 21st Century  
Historic Preservation Efforts  



Who was  
the first  
Historic 
Preservationist? 



Could it have been someone 40, 000 
years ago? 



The Story of Tuthmosis and the Sphinx 

Use Your Imagination!   



Pausanias and his description of 
the Temple of Hera 

Again, Use Your Imagination!   



Time Machine 



Fairbanks 
House,  

Circa 1640 
Dedham, MA 

Mid 19th 
Century 
Stewardship 



1863 

John Hancock 
Mansion 



1881 
Old State House 



1908 

Paul Revere 
House 



Regional Non-Profit 
Organizations 

Society for the 
Preservation of New 
England Antiquities/ 

Historic New England 
1910 



Outdoor Living History Museums 
Old Sturbridge Village 
1946 

Historic Deerfield 
1952 



Local Non-Profit Organizations 



Local Historic Districts 

1955 

Beacon Hill 

Nantucket 



2. Historic 
Preservation in 
the 1960s 
A time of great change for historic 
preservation in Massachusetts and the 
nation.   



Urban Renewal 

The West End of 
Boston in this 

planning 
document is 

described as an 
“obsolete 

neighborhood.”   



Urban Renewal 

The West End of Boston 
Before and After 



Transportation Planning and 
Highway Expansion 

1956  
The Federal 
Aid 
Highway 
Act 

http://billwarner.posterous.com/bostons-inner-belt-the-highway-that-was-stopp�


 
 
Demolition of Neighborhoods for 
Transportation Projects 



Massachusetts General Law 
Chapter 40 Section 8d 

The state law establishing local historical 
commissions. 

1963 



National Historic  
Preservation Act 

1966 



Highway 
Planning 

Historic Property Survey 



Historic Property Survey 



Number of Local Historical Commissions 
Statewide 

1963 1973 1979 2013 1967 
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Who was the 
first local 
historical 
commission 
on Cape 
Cod? 



3. How Far We 
Have Come 
Since Local 
Historical 
Commissions 
Were Created.   



Historic Property Survey 

Inventory Status - 1973 



Historic Property Survey 

There are now well 
over 150,000 
records within the 
MHC files.   



Historic Property Survey 

According to the 
State Historic 
Preservation  
Plan 2011-2015, over  
5000 inventory forms  
were added to the 
statewide historic 
properties inventory 
just from 2006 to 
2010.  



Computer Databases for Historic  
Property Survey 

MHC Memo  from 1965 
 

“Cards are superimposed over each other, and 
light is shone through them.  The points where 

light passes through refer you to the information 
that you desire.” 

Optical Co-incidence 
Retrieval System 



Computer Databases 

Massachusetts Cultural Resource Information 
System (MACRIS) now online and available to 

anyone in the world through the web.   



Computer Database Available Online 



National Register of Historic Places 

In 1963, there was no 
such thing as the 
National Register of 
Historic Places.   



National Register of Historic Places 

At the end of 2010, Massachusetts 
remained a national leader in the 
National Register program, with more 
than 3,800 listings since the start of 
the program in 1966, including close to 
1,700 National Register Historic 
Districts and approximately 77,000 
contributing resources.  



Tools for Education 



Tools for Advocacy 



Historic Preservation Bylaws and Ordinances 

Demolition Delay Bylaws 
began around 1980. 



Historic Preservation Bylaws and Ordinances 

Local Historic 
Districts 

Old Kings Highway  
Historic District 



Statewide Local Commission Association 

The Statewide Historic Preservation Plan, 1979  

“The effectiveness of 
the [local] historical 
commissions as a 
group in influencing 
public policy suffers 
from the lack of a 
statewide association.”   



Statewide Local Commission Association 

The Statewide Historic Preservation Plan,   
2011-2015 

Even though there are nearly 
3000 members that make up 
the commissions, they are not 
well represented.  
 
Recommendation:   
Establish a statewide 
association of local historical 
and historic district 
commissions. 



Local Historic Preservation Plans 

Fitchburg Historic 
Preservation Plan from 

1978.   



Local Historic Preservation Plans 

Sandwich  
2002 

Barnstable  
2010 



Local Commission Training Manuals 

Preservation Planning 
Manuals 



Local Commission Training Manuals 



Urban Renewal in Newburyport, MA 



MERRIMAC 
STREET 

PARCEL 8 
GREEN 
STREET 

MARKET 
SQUARE 

WATERFRONT 

STATE 
STREET 

Newburyport, Massachusetts  
Urban Renewal Model 



Newburyport, Massachusetts Today 



Newburyport, Massachusetts Today 



While the loss of historic 
resources continues on…  

Demolished in March, 2012 
 

Newbury doesn’t have a demolition delay bylaw.   

Tappan House  
Newbury, MA 



Imagine what our state would 
be like without the dedication 
of local historical commissions  



A Thought for the Day 



Thank you,  
local historical 
commissions, 

for all your hard 
work!     

50 Years! 
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