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IN CITY COUNCIL

May 3, 1999

COUNCILLORRUSSELL
COUNCILLORTRIANTAFILLOU
COUNCILLORBORN
COUNCILLORDAVIS
MAYOR DUEHAY
VICE MAYOR GALLUCCIO
COUNCILLORREEVES
COUNCILLORSULLIVAN
COUNCILLORTOOMEY

ORDERED: That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to report to the City Council on the

situation at 326 Harvard Street as discussed in the attached materials.

(
P

In City Council May 3, 1999.

Adoptedby the affirmative vote of nine members.

Attest:- D. Margaret Drury, City Clerk.

^'""°"' X9 )naT", ?71
ATTEST:- """""' ' ·'Ae7%. ..'m,,

.,

D. Margaret Drury
City Clerk
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THIS IS AN URGENT REQUEST FOR YOUR HELP REGARDING HARDSHIPS
AND HEALTHAND SAFETY HAZARDSCAUSED BY A MUNICIPAL DECISION.

EnClosed please find:
1. Letter from Ted and Nyna Polumbaum outlining the situation.
2. Letter from our son Ian Polumbaum,assistant district attorney, Suffolk

County Domestic Violence Unit.
3. Letter from our daughter, Prof. Judy Polumbaum,University of Iowa.
4. Snapshots of a few of the conditions at 326 Harvard Street.

cc: City ManagerRobert W. Hedy /'
Deputy City Manager RichardC. Rossi
Mayor Francis Duehay \

Vice Mayor Anthony Galluccio'

Councillor Kathleen Born
Councillo,HeM,ttaDavis

j//S
1\/,

'

g'
Councillor KennethE. Reeves

CouncillorSheila Russell

,

Bp "

Councillor Michael Sullivan
Councillor Timothy Toomey, Jr.

^\Councillor KatherineTnantafillou \\
\1

Planning Board Chair Paul Dietrich
1

'V

\,1
Chair, Board of Zoning Appeal

~ V, ,
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Thank you for your prwnpt attention.



April 30, 1999

Dear Cambridge leader,

I address you as a city resident, as a fellow public servant and as a son.
I hope

you can help undo the effects of an arbitrary -- if not vicious
-

ruling by the Cambridge
city attorney, an action that compounds a contractor's mistake and threatens the health
and safety of my 75-year-old parents, Ted and Nyna Polumbaum.

Please refer to separate letters from my parents and my sister, Judy
Polumbaum, for more detailed factual background. I write here to say that by declaring
326 Harvard Street to be a single-family building, the city attorney's decision ignores the
history of the address and the neighborhood. It abruptly stops a rcnovation that will
enhance, not detract from, the house and its surroundings. Most of all, for no good

reason it compels two respected senior citizens to live indefinitely in unhealthy squalor.

Since the 1970S, gentrification has swept Mid-Cambridge. Some changes
brought great aesthetic improvements (albeit while driving tenants out). Stately old
homes which had become multi-unit rentals or rooming houses were restored to
attractive one- or two-family dwellings. But at the same time, developers rarl amok.
They crammed sets of townhouses wherever they could. They used every inch of
former lawns, or built tall units in rows perpendicular to the street to achieve maximum
density in narrow lots.

The scene at 322 and 326 Harvard Street in 1980 embodied these trends. The
two addresses belonged to houses that fronted the street and had large back lawns. A
developer bought both parcels and put #322, a Greek Revival, on the market as a
single-family home. With city blessing, the builder created 324 Harvard Street: four
boxy townhouses filling both rear yards. These echoed four similar units already
crowded onto a narrow lot next door at #320, where another Greek Revival once stood.

This left #326. Built for one family in 1899, the three-story behemoth later saw .

use as a boarding house (soon after we moved in, a gentleman rang our doorbell to say
he had lived there whik at Harvard). By the 1970S it had become fi,ve, separate
apartments -- each with its own kitchen, bathroom, electrical circuit, and entrance off
the main interior stairs.

In early 1980 the house stood vacant and dismal. A Dumpster dominated the
. front yard and fire escapes sagged off the sides. It also stood classified, by the

developer and the city, as two units within the new Harvard Mews Condominium Trust.
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Both units were sold under separate deeds to my parents, a photographerand
artist/designer. With their last child (me) almost through high school, they were eager
to move to this progressive urban community. With money from the sale of their
longtime suburban home, they created at 326 Harvard Street the unified living and
working space they have now occupied for 19 years. Every one of those years, they
have paid two property tax bills to the City of Cambridge. They have bought two visitor
parking permits. Under the condo bylaws, they have used two off-street parking spots
and cast two votes on every issue at annual meetings.

Not for decades has anyone called #326 a single dwelling unit -- until this month,
when the city attorney so ruled in order to obstruct renovation plans after large-scale
demolition had already occurred.

Why would a public official rule this way?

Did it stem from a reasoned view of the property's history? This theory defies
logic, given that I) decades ago the place basically functioned as a student dormitory,
2) as recently as the late 1970S it comprised five separate dwellings, and 3) the condo
bylaws and the City of Cambridge itself currentIY recognize the address as two separate
units -- even though my parents have chosen to use it only as one until now.

Did it stem from a desire to protect the neighborhood from further
congestion? This theory lacks credibility, given the high-density projects that have
sprouted all over town with no municipal impediment. The deve|Qpers have just about

run out of room in Mid-Cambridge, but the rush to plant townhouses in every open
space continues in Cambridgeport where my wife Nalina Narain and !

now live. Did the
city attorney suddenly see a need to draw the line against multiple occupancy, when a
75-year-old husband and wife decided it would be nice in their golden years to share a
building with their son and daughter-in-law?

Did it stem from aesthetic concerns? This theory makes no sense, given that
the Cambridge Historical Commission unanimously approved the proposed new rear
deck, staircase and second-floor entrance. Abutters received notice of the project and
voiced no objection whatsoever.

Did it stem from a desire for punishment, because the builder inexcusably
failed to get a permit before work began? Perhaps. This is the only theory consistent
with the facts.

If so, this begs two more questions. First, what does teaching someone a lesson
have to do with the legal and factual merits of the project? Second, whom does the city
aim to punish here?

·",U
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Obviously it would devastate me and Nalina if my mother's beautiful design for
our future home did not come to fruition. But at least we are young and have a nice
apartment in the meantime. The greater and more urgent injustice here is the havoc
wrought right now on my parents. Should they pay for a contractor's mistake? At their
age, they deserve better than to live in a house where exposed wires, incomplete stairs
and random holes endanger them physically; where they cannot use the door nearest
their car because the deck is gone; where holes in outside walls invite insects and
intruders; where they shiver at night because the heating ducts are in pieces; and
where liberated dust from a century ago assails their lungs.

Nalina and I love Cambridge, to the point that despite high prices we never even
looked for housing anywhere else. We both walk or take the T to work in downtown
Boston --

I as a prosecutor in the Suffolk County DA'S domestic violence unit, Nalina as
a public policy director for Jane Doe Inc., the statewide coalition against family violence.
My parents also feel lucky to live where they do. We all hope city governmentdoes the
right thing so we can continue to feel that way.

Sincerely,
R

Ian Polumbaum
Assistant District Attorney
Domestic Violence Unit
Telephone (617) 619-4279

' T
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Wednesday, April 28, 1999 2:40:06 AM
Message

From: judy polumbaum <judy-polumbaum@uiowa.edu>,UUCP

subject' ~igg~~v" To: Ted Polumbaum
Nyna Polumbaum

--- begin forwarded text

To: Mr. Robert Hedy <rhealy@ci.cambridge.ma.us>,Mr. Richard Rossi

<rrossi@ci.cambridge.ma.us>,His Honor Mayor Francis Duehay
<FDuehay@MCIMail.com>, Vice Mayor Anthony Gallucio

<agallucio@ci.cambridge.ma.us>
From: judy polumbaum <judy-polumbaum@uiowa.edu>
subject: alert from Iowa
Cc:

Bcc:

X-Attachments:

Dear Mayor Duehay, Vice Mayor Gallucio, City Manager Hedy and Assistant
Manager Rossi:

As a Massachusetts daughter writing from America's heartland (Iowa City,
iowa), 1 wish to bring to your attention, if you are not aware already, of
a serious injustice on the part of the City of Cambridge that has not only
disrupted daily life for my 75-year-old parents, but is threatening their
health.

My parents, Ted and Nyna Polumbaum, live at 32G Harvard St., Cambridge

02139, where they moved in 1990 after about %5 years living in the now-tony
(not so tony when they built there) town of Lincoln. i was born in Boston

and grew up in Lincoln.

Their Cambridge house was a shoddy place with 5 or 6 apartments and another
4 new condos built on the back of the lot when they bought it. My mother
had it gutted and rebuilt. My parents are not rich--it was the sale of
their home in Lincoln to a Kentucky Fried Chicken franchiser after three
decades of escalation in real estate values, combined with the condo

builders' desperate need for cash, that made it possible for them to create
a lovely living and working space.

- 1-



Their house is technically a TWO-unit condo: they pay double condo fees,

have two deeds, and get two tax bills from the city.

Last year, my brother Ian PoIumbaum, a Suffolk County prosecutor who

specializes in the fun job of putting away brutes who beat up their wives
and girlfriends, and his wife Nalina Narain, who works as an advocate on
family issues in Boston, began looking for a house to buy in Cambridge.

They now rent an apartment in the Cambridgeport area.

My folks and they decided to explore the possibility of buying a duplex so
they and my brother could be neighbors, and quickly discovered the price
for what they needed was formidable--both my parents need studio space to
work. Thus, my mother, who is an architect among other things, drew up
plans to convert the two units of 326 into two homes with separate
entrances.

They took bids and contracted for the job. Demolition began.

Then, they discovered that the contractor had failed to secure the required
building permit--totally the builders' responsibility, of course. So the
project was halted while the paperwork was filed late--absolutely not the
fault of my parents.

The city attorney took his time, while my parents were living amist a mess,
with a big part of the house closed off and lots of dust in the air. Both

are quite weary from the hauling work that preceeded the project; and my
mother is developing bronchitis from the dusty air. Finally your
representative pronounced the two units one unit.

The decision may have a bit of vengefulness in it as "punishment" for the
late application--punishment being inflicted on my parents, who were not
responsible. People also may have the idea that all those Harvard St.

people are spoiled and snooty Harvard professors with unlimited
resources--not so in my parents' case; my dad's a photojournalist, my mom a

multi-talented artist and artisan, and both have always worked hard and are
still going.

But more importantly, the decision is WRONG.

,P As I understand it, they've been told they can go ahead and do interior
reconstruction but do not have permission to form the two homes with two
separate entrances as planned--although they later can apply for a

-2 -
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variance. There is no assurance, of course, that this would be approved.

My parents love Cambridge; have always been good citizens; and have added

much to the community. They are active in civic affairs and appreciate
what government does for them. My father had an exhibition at the
Cambridge Senior Center a couple of years ago documenting the important
jobs performed by the maintenance engineers (i.e., garbage collectors) of
"The Works"--a vital operation that most people take for granted; and

another exhibit of his opens in 2 weeks.

The city at least ought to treat them as well.

I URGE you to resolve this problem as soon as possible. You may reach Ted
and Nyna at 491-4947, and me at 319-338-6848 (h) or 319-335-4034 or 3389
(O)--1 work at the University of Iowa.

I'd appreciate at least acknowledgment of receipt of this message. Thanks
for your consideration and, I hope, expeditious action.

Sincerely,
Judy Polumbaum

-3 -
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' In 1980 we purchased this house at 326 Harvard Street, an 1899 vacant derelict
divided into five transient apartments. The profit-seeking new ownershad driven out
the tenants and changed its legal status to two units of a seven-unitcondominium. The
entire condominium consisted of two free standingbuildings and four speculative
townhousesjammed behind them.We redesigned and restored the crumbling eyesore to
the attractive place for living and working that it is today.

FROM 1980 UNTIL NOW WE HAVE RECEIVED TWO SEPARATETAX
BILLS AND TWO PARKING CARDS FROM THE CITY YEARLY.WE HAVE TWO
DEEDS,TWO PARKING SPACES AND TWO CONDOMINIUM VOTES. ARE
THESE AMPLE REASONSTO BELIEVEWE OWN AND OCCUPYTWO
DWELLING UNITS?

When our son Ian (we came here when he was in high school) and his wife said
theytd like to live in close proximity to us, we were delighted. The two units--1200 and
2400 square feet each according to the documents-seemedideal. Nyna, who was trained
as an arChitect but has not practiced, designed the conversion, got bids and chose a
reputable contractor. We received approval at a hearingof the Historical Commission.

Unfortunately, we had no idea that the contractor's son had neglected to secure
the building permit. That inexcusable omissionwas somehow unnoticed until work was
under way. We were naturally angry, but it turns out that what the city is doing has
caused much greater harm.

After extensive destructionof much of the house and the entire wraparound
deck the contractorstopped working to apply for a permit. He was turned down--
perhaps with malice for having flouted the rules. We were told it was now a zoning
issue and were forbidden to proceed until the city solicitor decided if we lived in a
two-unithouse. We continued to live in rubble as we waited for him to get around to it.
Apparently he didn't consider it worthy of prompt action or serious investigation. His
eventualedict was that we own ONLY ONE UNIT and have no right to provide an
apartment for our son, no matter what the city has been telling us for 19 years.

Our comfortablehome is now a hostile and dangerous place, with dangling live
wires, gaping exterior holes covered by plywood, disconnected heating system for cold
nights, broken plastereverywhere, open drains, a five foot drop from our own kitchen
door and a much greater drop Hom the second floor. The air is laden with heavy
particulatesand hundred year-old dust.

We are 75 years old, work full-time and consider ourselves responsible citizens.
Recently Nyna received a Brandeis University appointment to create a major print
exhibition; Ted, still a well-known working photographer,took time to document the
trash collectors of The Works. His new show opens at the Cambridge MulticulturalArt
Center on May 6th ((MAC invitation enclosed). Until now we have been remarkably
vigorous; now these events have seriously endangered our health and well-being.
Living in a disaster zone has caused Nyna to develop chronicbronchitis, and her
well-controlled high blood pressure has skyrocketed. Because work stopped before the
studio—withits delicate equipment--couldbe properly protected Ted must constantly
move large objects from place to place, reactivating a backproblem that had been cured
by neurosurgery.We cannot leave home for long because it would be easy to break m.

The buildingpermit we finally got (after much nagging) specifies only baths and
interiorstair. One person suggested that if we sneaked in a kitchen they might look the
other way. The next day a different fellow threatened that the workmen had better not
be found putting in a kitchen. (Note: water, gas and drain pipes from a former kitchen
are still there, as one photo shows, a remnant of five former apartments.)
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So here we are with a loan for a $100,000 contract that will accomplish absolutely
zero. We demolishedour serviceable deck to :jrovide a second entry that the Historical
Commissionapproved and would have no acverse effect on our neighbors. We
destroyedmuch of our fine house, which needed no remodeling.Our plan respected the

existing footprint of house and deck (or at least what was once a deck). The city tells us
we can't touch the exteriorbut may put the inside back togetheragain almost as it was
before destruction,without a kitchen or separate entrance for our son and daughter-in-
law and no privacy for anyone. '

Does the city really believe that Ian, 'who prosecutes dangerous repeat batterers

in Suffolk County, and his wife Nalina Narain, who develops public policy on child
protection, should move in with mom and dad? Does Cambridge think it is a threat to
the public welfare if they live independently in one unit of our two-unithome? What
can this have to do with controlling density or making Cambridgea livable place?

What is the obligation of a decent community to its members? Lincoln, where we
lived for 25 years, suspends its strict two acre, single family zoning when by doing so
they can keep older people in their own homes. Cambridge, where developers are free
to overrun every available inch of open space, says with this ruling that it doesn't give a
damn for its citizens. In inid-Cambridge, where the older population has dwindled,
where half the households are non-family households, where small children are less

than 5% of the population, is the aim to drive out people in those undesirableage
P

groups? Our family has been penalizedseverely, first by somebody's stupid but
unintentional blunder, but much more by the city's intentional and malicious ruling.

If the city solicitor reallj' believes that Cambridgeerred in telling us we own two
units we don'tbelieve he has the right to victimize us to make his point (we were
informed to expect writtennotice of the decision but that never arrived). We've mizzled
over a motive for the intransigence we have encountered and are distressed by Eie

possibilities that come to mind. But we are also gratified by the concern of some,
including Henrietta Davis, to whom we first spoke and Anthony Gallucio,whose office

t

responded immediately to our daughter'sE-mail from Iowa.
,

We believe we deserve immediate action on grounds of hardship and injustice:
the dangerous and unhealthy environment to which we have been and continue to be
subjected, and the threat of financial ruin that could compel us to sell our damaged
home at a great loss and force us from the city. It is true that had the contractorproperly
applied for a permit we could have postponedconstruction and begun the lengthy,
expensive appeals process, but we no longer have that option. If we are compelledto
wait for the uncertainoutcome of an appeal to resume construction 'we will at best live
in chaos for many more months--nota great prospect at 75.

With your support we hope to resolve the issue cuickly. We are confident that
fair public servants will decide fairly if they are providec with all the relevant facts. We
hope for your immediate response, perhaps before someone absent niindedly opens our
kitchen door and tumbles to the dirt below.

' Sincerely,

,
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CambridgeMulticultural NonProfit Org.Ted Polumbaum A A,,,,,n,,, U.,.,,,,,,,
· - 41 Second Street PAIDRank and File , Cambridge,MA 02141 Permit No.

. .
(617) 577-1400

.
,

57854Photographs of workers and the role of trade unions in
American life.
These photographswere made with support from jobsfor Justiceand the PujC/in

Foundation.

May 3 - May 2f, 1999
Reception: Thursday, May 6, 5-7 pm

«'
Free and Open to the Public ?,

.
.

Related Event: May 6, 7-8 pm - Free
,

Pat Reeve, Director of th¢ Labor Resource Center at
UMass Boston, will lead a discussion in the diversity
of union membershipand the opportunities for women

S

in positions of leadership within unions.
,
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Cambridge Multicultural Arts Center (CMAC) '

41 Second Street, Cambridge, MA 02141

Gallery Hours: Mon-Fri, 10am-5pm .

and during all CMAC events

For more information call K '

' " %%%,l% :=
"'0 KARVARD

8Q.
C,M&R1

EST,
,

CHMERE © 1(617) 577-1400 TTY: (800),439-2370 C on,, , &
email: info@cmacusa.org web site: www.cmacusa.org %4

2t,|'
.

"vsj
,THIS ORGANIZATIONIS FUNDEDIN PARTBY

' %, ¢S m m

5
These programs are funded by: our members,

%, '

©%

S "
the City of Cambridge, CambridgeTrust Company, °'%%,,,

%

Hu,m,c,umm=
Laz Parking, and the Massachusetts Cultural Council, jj ,m,,,,, ' "= HAR,ES ·

Astaa=ncymat$UpM$pubUcp'ogwn'
a state agency. " t t stree'

m the arts, humanitks, and sck= 4akqk
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FrOnt: Iron Workersat Copley Center, Ink Jet Digital Print , i bo$'m

Originally commissioned for Newsweekin 1987
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i
)

1

Reception: Thursday, May 6, 5-7 pm
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Free and Open to the Public
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Related Event: May 6, 7-8 pm - Free
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Pat Reeve, Director of the Labor Resource Center at
i !

UMass Boston, will lead a discussion in the diversity
!

)
of union membership and the opportunities for women

)
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in positions of leadership within unions.
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Cambridge Multicultural NonProfit Org.Ted Polumbaum !i! ArtsCenter U.S.Posta,e

,
41 Second Street PAID

Rank and File Cambridge,MA 02141 Permit No.

. .
(617) 577-1400 57854

Photographs of workers and the role of trade unions in
r

American life. ,

' These photographswere made zoith support from j'obs for j'ustice and the Puffin

Foundation.

May 3 - May 28, 1999

Reception:Thursday, May 6, 5-7 pm
Free and Open to the Public

,

Related Event: May 6, 7-8 pm - Free
'I

Pat Reeve, Director of the Labor Resource Center at

UMass Boston, will lead a discussion in the diversity
of union membershipand the opportunities for women

"

in positions of leadership within unions.

Cambridge Multicultural Arts Center (CMAC)
41 Second Street, Cambridge, MA 02141

Gallery Hours: Mon-Fri, 10am-5pm
and during all CMAC events

a %qo#f% Zkefi

=For more information call """~Q ,m, ,, ,

%
,,M,,

:" (t) 1
(617) 577-1400 TTY: (BOO) 439-2370 e' &'=, . T E
email: info@cmacusa.org web site: www.cmacusa.org \¢4 Z£y:: ' "=4
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THEODORES. POLUMBAUM & NYNA BRAEL POLUMBAUM
326 Harvard Street Cambridge, Massachusetts 02139

""""-"" '"'"""" '""'"""'°:':"'°"°':/¥51

,Mq,,,,,

Tjj J')1,y"

THIS IS AN URGENT REQUEST FOR YOUR HELP REGARDING HARDSHIPS
AND HEALTHAND SAFETY HAZARDS CAUSED BY A MUNICIPAL DECISION.

Enclosed please find:
1. Letter from Ted and Nyna Polumbaum outlining the situation.
2. Letter from our son Ian Polumbaum,assistant district attorney, Suffolk

County Domestic Violence Unit.
3. Letter from our daughter, Prof. Judy Polumbaum,University of Iowa.
4. Snapshots of a few of the conditions at 326 Harvard Street.

cc: City ManagerRobert W. Hedy
Deputy City Manager RichardC. Rossi
Mayor Francis Duehay
Vice Mayor Anthony Galluccio
Councillor KathleenBorn By
Councillor Henrietta Davis
Councillor KennethE. Reeves
Councillo,SheilaRu,sel1

gi
CouncillorMid,ae1 Sullivan jyCouncillor Timothy Toomey, Jr.
Councillor Katherine Triantafillou '(
Planning Board Chair Paul Dietrich 'u "
Chair, Board of Zoning Appeal

,

4u

Thank you for your prompt attention.
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April 30, 1999

Dear Cambridge leader,

I address you as a city resident, as a fellow public servant and as a son.
I hope

you can help undo the effects of an arbitrary -- if not vicious -- ruling by the Cambridge
city attorney, an action that compounds a contractor's mistake and threatens the health
and safety of my 75-year-old parents, Ted and Nyna Polumbaum.

Please refer to separate letters from my parents and my sister, Judy
Polumbaum, for more detailed factual background. I write here to say that by declaring
326 Harvard Street to be a single-family building, the city attorney's decision ignores the
history of the address and the neighborhood. It abruptly stops a rcnovation that will
enhance, not detract from, the house and its surroundings. Most of all, for no good
reason it compels two respected senior citizens to live indefinitely in unhealthy squalor.

Since the 1970S, gentrification has swept Mid-Cambridge. Some changes
brought great aesthetic improvements (albeit while driving tenants out). Stately old
homes which had become multi-un it rentals or rooming houses were restored to
attractive one- or two-family dwellings. But at the same time, developers ran amok.
They crammed sets of townhouses wherever they could. They used every inch of
former lawns, or built tall units in rows perpendicular to the street to achieve maximum
density in narrow lots.

The scene at 322 and 326 Harvard Street in 1980 embodied these trends. The
two addresses belonged to houses that fronted the street and had large back lawns. A
developer bought both parcels and put #322, a Greek Revival, on the market as a
single-family home. With city blessing, the builder created 324 Harvard Street: four
boxy townhouses filling both rear yards. These echoed four similar units already
crowded onto a narrow lot next door at #320, where another Greek Revival once stood.

This left #326. Built for one family in 1899, the three-story behemoth later saw
use as a boarding house (soon after we moved in, a gentleman rang our doorbell to say
he had lived there while at Harvard). By the 1970S it had become fi.v,e, separate
apartments -- each with its own kitchen, bathroom, electrical circuit, and entrance off
the main interior stairs.

In early 1980 the house stood vacant and dismal. A Dumpster dominated the
. front yard and fire escapes sagged off the sides. It also stood classified, by the

developer and the city, as two units within the new Harvard Mews Condominium Trust.
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Both units were sold under separate deeds to my parents, a photographer and
artist/designer. With their last child (me) almost through high school, they were eager
to move to this progressive urban community. With money from the sale of their
longtime suburban home, they created at 326 Harvard Street the unified living and
working space they have now occupied for 19 years. Every one Qf those years, they
have paid two property tax bills to the City of Cambridge. They have bought two visitor
parking permits. Under the condo bylaws, they have used two off-street parking spots
and cast two votes on every issue at annual meetings.

Not for decades has anyone called #326 a single dwelling unit -- until this month,
when the city attorney so ruled in order to obstruct renovation plans after large-scale
demolition had already occurred.

Why would a public official rule this way?

Did it stem from a reasoned view of the property's history? This theory defies
logic, given that I) decades ago the place basically functioned as a student dormitory,
2) as recently as the late 1970S it comprised five separate dwellings, and 3) the condo
bylaws and the City of Cambridge itself currentlY recognize the address as two separate
units -- even though my parents have chosen to use it only as one until now.

Did it stem from a desire to protect the neighborhood from further
congestion? This theory lacks credibility, given the high-density projects that have
sprouted all over town with no municipal impediment. The developers have just about

run out of room in Mid-Cambridge, but the rush to plant townhouses in every open
space continues in Cambridgeport where my wife Nalina Narain and I

now live. Did the
city attorney suddenly see a need to draw the line against multiple occupancy, when a
75-year-old husband and wife decided it would be nice in their golden years to share a
building with their son and daughter-in-law?

Did it stem from aesthetic concerns? This theory makes no sense, given that
the Cambridge Historical Commission unanimously approved the proposed new rear
deck, staircase and second-floor entrance. Abutters received notice of the project and
voiced no objection whatsoever.

Did it stem from a desire for punishment, because the builder inexcusably
failed to get a permit before work began? Perhaps. This is the only theory consistent
with the facts.

If so, this begs two more questions. First, what does teaching someone a lesson
have to do with the legal and factual merits of the project? Second, whom does the city
aim to punish here?

·",1
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Obviously it would devastate me and Nalina if my mother's beautiful design for
our future home did not come to fruition. But at least we are young and have a nice
apartment in the meantime. The greater and more urgent injustice here is the havoc
wrought right now on my parents. Should they pay for a contractor's mistake? At their
age, they deserve better than to live in a house where exposed wires, incomplete stairs
and random holes endanger them physically; where they cannot use the door nearest
their car because the deck is gone; where holes in outside walls invite insects and
intruders; where they shiver at night because the heating ducts are in pieces; and
where liberated dust from a century ago assails their lungs.

Nalina and I love Cambridge, to the point that despite high prices we never even
looked for housing anywhere else. We both walk or take the T to work in downtown
Boston --

I

as a prosecutor in the Suffolk County DA's domestic violence unit, Nalina as
a public policy director for Jane Doe Inc., the statewide coalition against family violence.
My parents also feel lucky to live where they do. We all hope city government does the
right thing so we can continue to feel that way.

Sincerely,

Ian PoIumbaum
Assistant District Attorney
Domestic Violence Unit
Telephone (617) 619-4279

;ip
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Wednesday, April 28, 1999 2:40:06 AM

Message
From: judy polumbaum <judy-polumbaum@uiowa.edu>,UUCP

subject: ~g*~~yTo: Ted Polumbaum
Nyna Polumbaum

--- begin forwarded text

To: Mr. Robert Healy <rhea1y@ci.cambridge.ma.us>, Mr. Richard Rossi

<rrossi@ci.cambridae.ma.us>, His Honor Mayor Francis Duehay
<FDuehay@MCIMail.com>, Vice Mayor Anthony Gallucio
<agallucio@ci.cambridge.ma.us>
From: judy polumbaum <judy-polumbaum@uiowa.edu>
subject: alert from Iowa
Cc:

Bee:

X-Attach m en ts:

Dear Mayor Duehay, Vice Mayor Gallucio, City Manager Healy and Assistant
Manager Rossi:

As a Massachusetts daughter writing from America's heartland (Iowa City,
Iowa), i wish to bring to your attention, if you are not aware already, of
a serious injustice on the part of the City of Cambridge that has not only
disrupted daily life for my 75-year-old parents, but is threatening their
health.

My parents, Ted and Nyna Polumbaum, live at 326 Harvard St., Cambridge
02139, where they moved in 1990 after about 25 years living in the now-tony
(not so tony when they built there) town of Lincoln. I

was born in Boston
and grew up in Lincoln.

Their Cambridge house was a shoddy place with 5 or 6 apartments and another
4 new condos built on the back of the lot when they bought it. My mother
had it gutted and rebuilt. My parents are not rich--it was the sale of
their home in Lincoln to a Kentucky Fried Chicken franchiser after three
decades of escalation in real estate values, combined with the condo
builders' desperate need for cash, that made it possible for them to create
a lovely living and working space.

-
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Their house is technically a TWO-unit condo: they pay double condo fees,
have two deeds, and get two tax bills from the city.

Last year, my brother Ian Polumbaum, a Suffolk County prosecutor who
specializes in the fun job of putting away brutes who beat up their wives
and girlfriends, and his wife Nalina Narain, who works as an advocate on
family issues in Boston, began looking for a house to buy in Cambridge.
They now rent an apartment in the Cambridgeport area.

My folks and they decided to explore the possibility of buying a duplex so
they and my brother could be neighbors, and quickly discovered the price
for what they needed was formidable--both my parents need studio space to
work. Thus, my mother, who is an architect among other things, drew up
plans to convert the two units of 326 into two homes with separate
entrances.

They took bids and contracted for the job. Demolition began.

Then, they discovered that the contractor had failed to secure the required
building ¢1ermit--totally the builders' responsibility, of course. So the
project was halted while the paperwork was filed late--absolutely not the
fault of my parents.

The city attorney took his time, while my parents were living amist a mess,
with a big part of the house closed off and lots of dust in the air. Both

are quite weary from the hauling work that preceeded the project; and my
mother is developing bronchitis from the dusty air. Finally your
representative pronounced the two units one unit.

The decision may have a bit of vengefulness in it as "punishment" for the
late application--punishment being inflicted on my parents, who were not
responsible. People also may have the idea that all those Harvard St.
people are spoiled and snooty Harvard professors with unlimited
resources--not so in my parents' case; my dad's a photojournalist, my mom a

multi-talented artist and artisan, and both have always worked hard and are
still going.

But more importantly, the decision is WRONG.

As I understand it, they've been told they can go ahead and do interior
reconstruction but do not have permission to form the two homes with two
separate entrances as planned--although they later can apply for a

-2 -
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variance. There is no assurance, of course, that this would be approved.

My parents love Cambridge; have always been good citizens; and have added
much to the community. They are active in civic affairs and appreciate
what government does for them. My father had an exhibition at the
Cambridge Senior Center a couple of years ago documenting the important
jobs performed by the maintenance engineers (i.e., garbage collectors) of
"The \Norks"--a vital operation that most people take for granted; and
another exhibit of his opens in 2 weeks.

The city at least ought to treat them as well.

1 URGE you to resolve this problem as soon as possible. You may reach Ted
and Myna at 491-4947, and me at 319-338-6848 (h) or 319-335-4034 or 3389
(o)--1 work at the University of Iowa.

I'd appreciate at least acknowledgment of receipt of this message. Thanks
for your consideration and, I hope, expeditious action.

Sincerely,
Judy Polumbaum

- 3 -
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In 1980 we purchased this house at 326 Harvard Street, an 1899 vacant derelict
divided into five transient apartments. The profit-seekingnew owners had driven out
the tenants and changed its legal status to two units of a seven-unit condominium. The
entire condominium consisted of two free standingbuildings and four speculative
townhouses jammedbehind them.We redesigned and restored the crumbling eyesore to
the attractiveplace for living and working that it is today.

FROM 1980 UNTIL NOW WE HAVE RECEIVED TWO SEPARATE TAX
BILLS AND TWO PARKING CARDS FROM THE CITY YEARLY.WE HAVE TWO
DEEDS,TWO PARKING SPACES AND TWO CONDOMINIUM VOTES. ARE
THESE AMPLE REASONSTO BELIEVEWE OWN AND OCCUPYTWO
DWELLING UNITS?

When our son Ian (we came here when he was in high school) and his wife said
they'd like to live in close proximity to us, we were delighted. The two units--1200 and
2400 square feet each according to the documents--seemed ideal. Nyna, who was trained
as an architect but has not practiced, designed the conversion, got bids and chose a
reputable contractor. We received approval at a hearingof the Historical Commission.

Unfortunately, we had no idea that the contractots son had neglected to secure
the building permit. That inexcusable omissionwas somehow unnoticed until work was
under way. We were naturally angry, but it turns out that what the city is doing has
caused much greater harm.

After extensive destructionof much of the house and the entire wraparound
deck the contractorstopped working to apply for a permit. He was turned down--
perhaps with malice for having flouted the rules. We were told it was now a zoning
issue and were forbidden to proceed until the city solicitor decided if we lived in a
two-unithouse. We continued to live in rubble as we waited for him to get around to it.
Apparently he didn't consider it worthy of prompt action or serious investigation. His
eventual edict was that we own ONLY ONE UNIT and have no right to provide an
apartment for our son, no matter what the city has been telling us for 19 years.

Our comfortablehome is now a hostile and dangerous place, with dangling live
wires, gaping exterior holes covered by plywood, disconnected heating system for cold
nights, broken plaster everywhere, open drains, a five foot drop from our own kitchen
door and a much greater drop from the second floor. The air is laden with heavy
particulatesand hundred year-old dust.

We are 75 years old, work full-time and consider ourselves responsible citizens.
Recently Nyna received a Brandeis University appointment to create a major print
exhibition; Ted, still a well-known working photographer,took time to document the
trash collectors of The Works. His new show opens at the CambridgeMulticulturalArt
Center on May 6th (CMAC invitation enclosed). Until now we have been remarkably
vigorous; now these events have seriously endangered our health and well-being.
Living in a disaster zone has caused Nyna to develop chronic bronchitis, and her
well-controlled high blood pressure has skyrocketed. Because work stopped before the
studio--with its delicate equipment--couldbe properly protected Ted must constantly
move large objects from place to place, reactivating a back problem that had been cured
by neurosurgery.We cannot leave home for long because it would be easy to break in.

The buildingpermit we finally got (after much nagging) specifies only baths and
interior stair. One person suggested that if we sneaked in a kitchen they might look the
other way. The next day a different fellow threatened that the workmen had better not
be found putting in a kitchen. (Note: water, gas and drain pipes from a former kitchen
are still there, as one photo shows, a remnant of five former apartments.)



e
-J

qr

So here we are with a loan for a $100,000 contract that will accomplish absolutely
zero. We demolishedour serviceable deck to grovide a second entry that the Historical
Commissionapproved and would have no acverse effect on our neighbors. We
destroyedmuch of our fine house, which needed no remodeling.Our plan respected the
existing footprint of house and deck (or at least what was once a deck). The city tells us
we can't touch the exteriorbut may put the inside back together again almost as it was
before destruction,without a kitchen or separate entrance for our son and daughter-in-
lavv and no privacy for anyone.

Does the city really believe that Ian, who prosecutes dangerous repeat batterers
in Suffolk County, and his wife Nalina Narain, who develops public policy on child
protection, should move in vvith mom and dad? Does Cambridge think it is a threat to
the public welfare if they live independently in one unit of our two-unithome? What
can this have to do with controlling density or making Cambridgea livable place?

What is the obligation of a decent community to its members? Lincoln, where vve
lived for 25 years, suspends its strict two acre, single family zoning when by doing so
they can keep older people in their own homes. Cambridge, where developers are free

W .to overrun every available inch of open space, says 'with this ruling that it doesn't give a
damn for its citizens. In niid-Cambridge, where the older population has dwindled,
where half the households are non-family households, where small children are less
than 5% of the population, is the aim to drive out people in those undesirableage
groups? Our family has been penalizedseverely, first by somebody's stupid but
unintentional blunder, but much more by the city's intentional and malicious ruling.

If the city solicitor reall believes that Cambridgeerred in telling us we own two
units 'we don't believe he has

tie
right to victimize us to make his point (vve were

informed to expect writtennotice of the decision but that never arrived). We've mizzled
over a motive for the intransigence we have encountered and are distressed by tae
possibilities that come to mind. But we are also gratified by the concern of some,
including Henrietta Davis, to whom we first spoke and Anthony Gallucio,whose office
responded immediately to our daughter's E-mail from Iowa.

We believe we deserve immediate action on grounds of hardship and injustice:
the dangerous and unhealthy environment to which we have been and continue to be
subjected, and the threat of financial ruin that could compel us to sell our damaged

.home at a great loss and force us from the city. It is true that had the contractorproperly
applied for a permit vve could have postponedconstructionand begun the lengthy,
expensive appeals process, but vve no longer have that option. If we are compelledto
wait for the uncertainoutcome of an appeal to resume constructionwe will at best live
in chaos for many more months--nota great prospect at 75.

'Withyour support we hope to resolve the issue cuickly. JNe are confident that
fair public servants will decide fairly if they are providec with all the relevant facts. We
hope for your immediate response, perhaps before someone absent mindedly opens our
kitchen door and tumbles to the dirt belorv.

Sincerely,
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IN CITY COUNCIL

May 3, 1999

COUNCILLORRUSSELL

COUNCILLORTRIANTAFILLOU
COUNCILLORBORN
COUNCILLORDAVIS
MAYOR DUEHAY
VICE MAYOR GALLUCCIO
COUNCILLORREEVES
COUNCILLORSULLIVAN
COUNCILLORTOOMEY

ORDERED: That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to report to the City Council on the

situation at 326 Harvard Street as discussed in the attached matCrials.
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In City Council May 3, 1999.

Adopted by the affirmative vote of ii"ine members.

Attest:- D. Margaret Drury, City CierE

A true copy;

ATTEST:-

D. Margaret Drury
City Clerk
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Counci11ors Russell, Triantafillou and -

entire membership re: report on the
situation at 326 Harvard Street.
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In City Council May 3, 1999 ~P-E 4,
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