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It’s time for Salt Lake City and its elected officials to
bring sense and sensibility to the simmering quarrel
over whether one of the state’s most vaunted
neighborhoods — the Yalecrest community —
deserves historic preservation status.

If you just arrived from Boston, New York or
Washington, D.C., places where history is not only
valued but revered, the argument over Yalecrest
attaining historical status might seem like a
no-brainer. According to one city planning document
“the architectural variety and concentration of period
cottages are unrivaled in the state.”

In other words, there isn’t anything else like it in
Utah. It’s our Golden Gate, the Chrysler Building, the
Boston Back Bay, Frank Lloyd Wright district of
Chicago and Georgetown, all rolled into one.

Ninety-one percent of the homes in this elegant
Harvard-Yale enclave contribute to the historic
character of the neighborhood. Eighty-one percent
were constructed between 1910 and 1939. Whether
you stroll down Yale, Harvard, Michigan, Princeton,
Yalecrest, Military, 900 South or another street in the
neighborhood, you’ll find stunning, one-of-a-kind
English tudors, English cottages, French Normans, Spanish and Dutch colonials, Cape Cod cottages — the
best examples of Utah’s early architectural genius.

And what do the city and state want to do with this treasure? Well, right now, they’re not sure.

They have tried to be helpful but two suggestions went awry.

First came a decision to hold the historical question to a 70 percent approval rating, even though historic
preservation is not based on popularity and the guidelines for historic districts are silent about public
opinion. (How many Utah politicians would be elected if their election depended on a 70 percent approval
rating?)



Then the city tried the “Kumbaya strategy” — asking the pros and cons to sit down together and hash out
their differences. It was a nice gesture that’s failing because the two sides don’t want the same thing.

One group wants historic preservation and the other wants something called an “aesthetically pleasing
environment,” whatever that means. If men are from Mars and women are from Venus, the two groups
engaged in this passionate civil war are from totally different galaxies. And, it should be apparent to city
officials that a summer and fall of discontent isn’t bringing them any closer together.

In fact, the “nos” are so upset that the city would dare consider making Yalecrest an historic district,
having sent the recommendation from the Historic Landmark Commission to the Planning Commission,
that they are throwing the proverbial kitchen sink at stopping the process, hiring attorneys and running
around the neighborhood with petitions scaring residents to death that they will have to spend $12,000 to
replace front windows.

Two state legislators, egged on by the anti-historic district crowd, are preparing laws to strip cities of their
right to create historic districts. Most disturbing of all, these naysayers are threatening to take their
scorched-earth policy to other neighborhoods in Utah that dare think they want to be historic districts.
Leaders have declared this in online chat rooms.

Lost in all this rhetoric and verbal warfare is the fate of a great neighborhood. From the East Bench
Community Master Plan, to the Urban Design Element, Salt Lake City Master Plan, the Strategic Plan and
Futures Commission Report, the Growth Policy for Salt Lake City, and even the National Register of
Historic Places — everyone has agreed for decades that this is the place for historic preservation.

If that’s so, what’s holding our elected city officials back?

The city must embark on an education effort that corrects a tidal wave of lies and distortions by people
who oppose historic districts, and brings to light the truthful aspects of what it means to live in one.

The facts about historic districts have been buried under layers of demagoguery. The homes in Yalecrest
don’t just belong to current homeowners; they have been a part of Salt Lake City’s storied past and
rightfully should belong to the city’s promising future for generations to come.
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