Scoring a house in a well-preserved historic district can be a thrilling
coup—or a tangled web of rules and regulations. Take advantage of the

benefits and avoid the stress with these essential tips.

| Whmfheqen}ggt steps outside Kim
. "Hamiltoﬁ's};'l_.ﬂ;fb-century town house
_ih the Hamilton Heights-Sugar Hill
geulon of ﬁa:lbm begantp crumble,
s'hedecuded t&\l‘ipig‘radﬁ The gallery
ownet and thirdsgeneration Harlem
resfdmt invested in period-appro-
priate bluestone and yellow brick to
match the facade of her home.
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But Kim soon found herself in hot
water. Because her neighborhood is rec-
ognized as the center of the 1920s Harlem
Renaissance—home to legendary artists
like Duke Ellington, Langston Hughes,
and Countee Cullen—it was designated
a New York City Historic District in 1974.
“| wrote the [New York City] Landmarks
Commission telling them what I was
going to do,” she recalls. “When ] didn't
hear anything, | went ahead and did the
work. After four months, an inspector

came out and gave me a violation, and
told me to paint the yellow bricks red. |
was annoyed.”

With around 14,000 historic districts
in America today (including parks and
archeological sites), it's likely that your old
house might it in one. And if it does, that

will limit, to some degree, your control :?
over restoration work. But being prepared i
can help you avoid headaches like the one 3
Kim encountered—here’s what you should

know.
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1. Living in a historic district
isn'’t just a frame of mind.

It is, in several significant ways, dif-
ferent than just living around a bunch of
old houses. Although the designation only
limits changes to the home’s exterior, it will
alter your options. “The most misunderstood
thing is the amount of change that can or
can’t be put into the house,” says Larry
Harris, an utban conservator with the
Historic Conservation Office in Cincinnati,
Ohio. “People like the area but don't realize
it could impact them.”

Virtually all external renovations (other
than routine maintenance) are guided by

www,oldhouseoniine.com

rules and require permits, although local offi-
cials often can approve minor projects in a
day or so. For larger projects, check the com-
munity'’s munic{pal website for guidelines,
then call with specific questions. Most local
governments have officials whose main job
is to monitor preservation.

2. Regulations vary by state
and town.

While the federal National Register of
Historic Places puts some restrictions on
what homeowners can and can’t do with
their property, most states and local com-
munities have more regulations—and each

ABOVE: Columbus, Ohlo homeowner
Gary Means' work on his 1891 Queen

Anne house predated his neighbor-
hood's historic-district status. In the
19805, he replaced the 1930s-era porch
with a wraparound veranda modeled
on an old drawing; the East North
Broadway Historic District was added
to the National Register last year.

is different. According to Carol Shull, chief
of Heritage Education Services with the
Nattonal Register, “Many local governments
have stronger protections than federal law.
They know the area better.”

Some cities are fairly restrictive: The
New York City Landmarks Preservation
Commission regulates down to exterior
paint colors. Other, more rural places like
Honesdale, Pennsylvania, are still working
to develop ordinances for their historic dis-
trict. “We're looking into different towns to
see how they're doing it,” says homeowner
Eleanor Young. “Here, youd like to be strict-
er, but people just wouldn't tolerate it.”
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