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			Introduction

			The grass always seems greener on Massachusetts town greens.

			Centrally located in most Massachusetts towns and cities, town greens have, since the seventeenth century, reflected cultural, religious, economic, and political factors within a community’s evolution that are far more complex than the facade of a simple green parcel of land. Unique stories reside in virtually every marker, monument, memorial, bandstand, fountain, and pathway, as well as in the wise old trees that sometimes clearly go beyond simply providing scenery and shade. These town green fundamentals would have no stories, however, if not for the locals who have lived through the joys and sorrows, the victories and road bumps of everyday town life through what seems like an unbroken chain of significantly historic times now in its fifth century.

			If life begins biologically through conception, then a community’s seed evolves from a historically fertile Massachusetts town green ground––including the Puritan’s community-based proprietary lands in the Plymouth area and their quest for independence from Britain in the 1775 Battles of Lexington and Concord during the American Revolution. That is why the grass always seems greener on a Massachusetts town green, as neighbors, in an inherently strong collective New England spirit, have always found hope, freedom, progress, and resolution even through the toughest times.

			Ultimately, the Massachusetts town green has served as the barometer of a community’s overall wellness. From the expansive grounds of the Boston Common to the Boston Post Road––America’s first mail route dating back to 1673––national treasures in the form of local town greens indeed add a collective sense of community statewide.

			“This is the physical and philosophical center of this place we call home,” says Jack Authelet, a Foxborough, Massachusetts, historian. “We have been drawn here time and time again by the sense of community that unites us as we raise our voices in song, join our hearts in prayer, honor those who have served our town and country, and reach out to those who have turned to us in their hour of need.”
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					The West Brookfield Common is located on the famous Boston Post Road.

				

			

			Massachusetts town greens––often called town commons and sometimes village greens––have clearly possessed a community gathering place presence built within a New Englander’s DNA through distinct evolutions. The meetinghouse lot served as the primary town green destination––when the Congregational Church predominantly controlled town government until the late 1700s and early 1800s. Agricultural fields existed on the outskirts of town, with town common lots centered on cemeteries, militia training fields, main roads, and common agricultural lands.

			In 1833, the official separation of church and state in Massachusetts occurred, thus shifting the church to municipalities, according to Terra Firma’s “Common Wealth: The Past and Future of Towns Commons” (Terra Firma is a publication of the Massachusetts Department of Conservation and Recreation’s Historic Landscape Preservation Initiative). This transformation resulted in agriculture and religion taking a back seat to “primarily social, political and civic uses where public assembly was often a primary event.” Inns, taverns, and blacksmith shops became staples around the town common, along with eventually many other commercial and industrial endeavors born as roadways increased and the Industrial Revolution evolved.

			While many envision the town commons back then as quaint and attractive, nothing could be further from the truth in many cases. Think of animals roaming the land—and the troughs, hay piles, animal pounds, horse sheds, and a certain unappealing byproduct that go along with them. With the exception of the expansive Boston Common and a few other large town greens, an animal presence didn’t seem compatible with many of the smaller town parcels and only lasted briefly, if at all. Additionally, some town greens were built on flood plains, and it took landscape experts like the famous Fredrick Law Olmsted (he had many talents beyond just landscaping) to alleviate the issues. Going back even further, seventeenth-century settlers were not exactly focused on town green beautifications, instead more focused on preventing Indian attacks.

			Fortunately, town green beautification projects amped up significantly between 1840 and 1880, when the Village Improvement Movement spearheaded a move toward better landscaped park grounds––fences, improved pathways, graded soil, planted grass, and lots of elm trees––with a vision toward maintaining and improving public spaces. While today you’ll see things that weren’t there “back in the day,” like bandstands, ball fields, swimming pools, tennis courts, memorializations, fountains, lighting, and other modern elements, town greens still can vary greatly by town and city.

			“There is no single use for commons today, no uniform appearance, any more than there was three centuries ago,” John Stilgoe was quoted as saying in the “Common Wealth: The Past and Future of Towns Commons” report.

			As the Robert and Lois Orchard Professor in the History of Landscape at the Visual and Environmental Studies Department of Harvard University, Stilgoe added, “But commons remain a part of New England life, still at the heart of many communities, often revealing in their appearance and uses the people’s covenant with their shared space.”

			Today some Massachusetts town commons have added enhancements when framed by a church with a tall white steeple and historic homes and buildings. Some prefer town greens with a combination of green spaces, walkability, and adjacent local businesses, as best experienced in towns and cities like Boston, Lexington, Concord, Salem, Natick, Norwood, Bridgewater, Walpole, Taunton, and Wakefield, to name a few. Many Massachusetts town greens, however, have little to no shops or restaurants surrounding them, cases in point, Princeton, Brookfield, Hardwick, Shirley, Royalston, and Wendell. The lack of anything to do, however, can be advantageous in these smaller communities, as the town green concept is fully realized––townsfolk and visitors have no distractions, thus often fostering greater conversations and focus on events and observances at hand.

			Going a step further, Dana offers nothing but a town green, save extant foundations and cellar holes, granite steps, fragments of paving, stone fence posts, walls, and a metal safe too big and heavy to relocate. You see, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts acquired Dana in the 1930s so that the Quabbin Reservoir could be created to eventually become the largest source of state drinking water. It is, essentially, a “lost village.”

			Dana aside, town greens have been gaining more popularity as people have returned to enjoying the simpler things in life. As families find it harder to justify paying high admission prices for popular travel attractions on full tanks of gasoline, they tap into their own community’s resources––in this case, the town green—to enjoy free activities and connecting with their fellow neighbors. There’s little cost in having a picnic, taking in a community day or farmers’ market, listening to a summer concert, enjoying fall foliage festivals, or sitting on a bench to slow down the pace and revive the lost art of conversation.

			A few years ago a family visiting from lively Virginia Beach, Virginia, attended a relaxed small town tree-lighting ceremony at a Massachusetts town green and immediately felt welcome by the community that shared their love of the holiday season. A town green beaming with holiday spirit like this has that incredible feeling, with some caroling, the count down to the light illuminating the tree, free hot chocolate and donuts for warming up, and surrounding businesses lending additional ambiance with candles in the windows and white lights on the storefronts. The night, in this case, was typical New England cold, but the feeling was so warm with the modern world put on hold in lieu of a good old-fashioned holiday event that very well could have been held more than a one hundred years ago. Some things are just timeless, and there’s overwhelming evidence, year after year, day after day, that many of them take place at the town greens in Massachusetts towns and cities.

			The pace of life in Massachusetts has increased so greatly in the past twenty years that many people have started to reject the superficial and material elements of suburban and urban ways of life in search of something more meaningful. For all the social media that’s out there, as an example, the irony is that it can create antisocial situations and feelings of isolation, where the user is so tethered to technology that human interaction takes a back seat. Shopping malls and open-air centers might provide all the retail items one could ever hope for, but chances are you will never see anyone you know there––and if you do, the mission of the visit is to shop and buy, not stop and talk for a while.

			The Massachusetts town green can serve as an antidote to this materialistic way of life. In towns and cities where stores and restaurants surround the town greens, one can have the best of both worlds––that is, using the town common as an idyllic meeting place for a picnic, town event, or walk, and then strolling across the street for some food and retail shopping. This type of layout also lends a one-of-a-kind experience: Unlike shopping centers that tend to all look the same or perhaps be too cold and sterile, each Massachusetts town has a look unlike any other. Assonet Village looks nothing like Bridgewater, and Bridgewater looks nothing like Williamstown, and Williamstown looks nothing like Petersham, and so on and so on. Some town greens are quite unusual looking, in fact: The Eastham town green has a windmill, Wakefield a beautiful lake, and Hopkinton a statue dedicated to a man who started the Boston Marathon for many years––the Hopkinton town common has been the starting point for this famous road race since 1924!

			How many town greens are there in Massachusetts? The Massachusetts Cultural Resource Information System shows 169 results online that also include individual parts of town commons listed (fences, paths, bandstands, and so on), so it’s hard to say. The database does not include newer town commons like the one in Bellingham, as well as more traditional town greens such as in Norfolk, Pittsfield, and Bradford (part of Haverhill). We’ll go with a general observance then: There are plenty of town greens to choose from in every Massachusetts county; communities without having any are exceptions!

			With people rediscovering Massachusetts town greens, can these commons continue to exist in a state with rampant commercial, industrial, residential, and recreational development? Peter Stopt, preservation planner for the Massachusetts Historical Association, believes so.

			“I do believe people are most aware of their town commons and if you ask them what they value most, it’s going to be their town commons and civic buildings,” said Stopt. “The National Register of Historic Places is more honorary offering less protection, but local historic districts look after their town commons and have more teeth in its protection.”

			Town greens are here to stay, so the question is, “How can we find out where to discover them?” Travel guides generally fail to tell readers about town greens in Massachusetts unless they are of extraordinary historical significance (like in Concord, Lexington, and Boston). While the lack of mention is unfortunate, the upside is that you generally won’t have to deal with crowds as, generally, a Massachusetts town green will feel like your own discovery. There’s undeniable empowerment in finding one’s own travel place––or, for a resident, to tap into a local treasure––so do not be skeptical if a town green doesn’t get mentioned through the travel guides or mainstream media. Back in the day when there was no 24/7 media the way we know it today––or travel guides, for that matter––word of mouth worked best to let people know about special places. Consider this book your word-of-mouth resource for Massachusetts town greens; these special places are New England’s original “top travel attractions!”

			With all that in mind, let’s start our fun and educational tour of many of the historically significant town greens in Massachusetts!

		

	
		
			Amherst

			A classic college town, Amherst is home to the University of Massachusetts–Amherst, Hampshire College, and Amherst College––and a town common that earns high honors with its wonderful presence as a beautiful oasis in a bustling downtown district.

			The town common actually comprises two parcels of land––a small traditional kind with benches and paved walkways hugging the retail district, and a long green space surrounded by old churches, Amherst College, and historic buildings like the Lord Jeffery Inn. While the smaller green is more populated due to its proximity to the core of the downtown area and its benches, the larger green catches the visitor’s eye with its expansive parklike grounds––so increasingly rare in Massachusetts towns with higher populations.

			Both town greens are simply stunning and look a lot different than they did in the mid-1800s, when the lands were nothing more than unkempt hay meadows––quite a contrast to a progressively thriving central district. Fortunately, the Ornamental Tree Association started the beautification of the town commons in 1853. It’s interesting to note that William Austin Dickinson––brother of noted poet and Amherst resident Emily Dickinson––was the secretary of the Ornamental Tree Association, according to the Emily Dickinson website (www.emilydickinsonmuseum.org/). The Emily Dickinson homestead sits just a few hundred yards from the town green.

			The Village Improvement Association picked up where the Ornamental Tree Association left off by transforming the “meadow into a civilized town common and imposed regulations designed to maintain a clean town center,” according to the Emily Dickinson Museum website. The Dickinson website also states, “They added a tiered water fountain and ornamental fencing, planted elm trees, and filled in a frog pond. They also forced the Cattle Show, one of the town’s most popular annual events, to another location because the cows damaged the grass. The common hosted military practices, commencement celebrations, bonfires, and touring circuses, including the Van Amburgh Circus, considered the “greatest circus in the world.”
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					Historic buildings and locally owned shops juxtapose wonderfully with the Amherst town green. 

				

			

			Today, academic types often sit on benches with their cups of coffee and laptops to catch up on the world, lesson plans, and homework. The town greens also serve as the perfect segue to the spacious grounds of Amherst College across the street, where students and visiting parents can enjoy long walks to and from the college and the two commons en route to a very impressive walkable downtown.

			Notable events include the annual Cultural Survival Bazaar––usually held on Columbus Day weekend in October––featuring arts, music, and culture from around the world. The annual Amherst Sustainability Festival typically takes place the third Saturday in April with a dedication to preserving the agriculture and other natural resources of Amherst. The festival typically features stage performers, demonstration areas, animal displays, and recycling information.

			After nearly forty-five years, the Amherst Farmers’ Market remains a popular spring and summer town green attraction for local food, fun, and community––bringing in up to fifteen hundred visitors per market. Also popular is the annual Merry Maple Celebration that usually occurs during the first weekend of December with the lighting of a town green maple tree, plus band music, a parade, and Santa’s arrival.

			“It’s like a party,” says Amherst Farmers’ Market Manager Tammy Toad Ryan. “Our market is in the parking lot between the north and south commons, and sometimes I’ll walk from the farmers’ market to see what’s going on. There’s really a lot going on and such a diversity of life. There are people passing out petitions, talking about politics, dancing . . . Even in the winter, you’ll see lots of people enjoying the common, building snowmen. It’s the heartbeat of the community.”

			The town greens help contribute to Amherst’s small town look despite the population at around thirty-seven thousand––making it the largest town in Hampshire County. Many larger Massachusetts towns possess this contrast, where once off the beaten path in and around a town green, the community’s personality gets quiet and often scenic in a hurry.

			Originally inhabited in 1658 by the Umpanchla, Quonquont, and Chickwalopp tribes, settled by the English in 1727, and established as a township in 1759, the colonial governor assigned the town’s name after Jeffery Amherst, 1st Baron Amherst––a hero of the French and Indian War. He was also a controversial figure as history goes back and forth on whether he was on the American or British side during the Revolutionary War.

			Today, Amherst wonderfully embodies a historic leafy college town with well-preserved agricultural elements outside of town. It’s an appealing mix with a town green that brings the best of both worlds to locals and visitors––that is, a rural space that connects to academia, myriad shops, restaurants, and service-oriented businesses within virtually seconds. [image: ]

		

	
		
			Assonet (Freetown)

			Driving onto exit 10––less than a mile off the often-congested, modern commuter nightmare known as Route 24––leads to a wonderfully sleepy section of Freetown known as Assonet. With an unassuming variety store named Grampy’s, the Assonet Inn restaurant that serves comfort foods like hot dogs and beans and pizza within a grand Victorian home, and the Eagle Trading Company that sells only cookbooks, Assonet is, otherwise, residential with some grand Colonial and Victorian homes on narrow streets. Recently visiting the 1880 Town Hall to ask for directions to the town green, employees seemed simultaneously shocked and pleased that someone from out of town came in to say hello. This is truly a “so quiet, you could hear a pin drop” village. One of the employees told me that there’s “not much to do in Assonet,” but “people who live here love it.”

			After getting directions to the town common––just 100 yards down the road––my sense was that there was something more to this initially bland-looking green. Walking the town common ultimately revealed a spaciousness that couldn’t be noticed if just driving by, and the gazebo seemed as comfortable as an old shoe––imperfect but almost smiling at the world as one that couldn’t be the prom queen but had a beauty of its own. Walking toward the back of the green revealed a pleasant view of the Assonet River and a sweet smell in the air that seemed more rural New Hampshire than within ten minutes to urban Fall River.
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					An early twentieth-century bandstand resides in the middle of the Assonet town common. 

				

			

			The bandstand has an unusual history, as it was the original site of the Green Tavern in the early twentieth century. Boy Scouts would play in front of the tavern, but they lost their stage when the tavern was torn down. A local carpenter was paid twelve dollars a week to build the bandstand, thus putting the Boy Scouts’ entertainment ambitions back in business and establishing a traditional New England staple that would become the anchor of the village green, according to the History Stands Still website Freetown page, http://bandstands.blogspot.com/search/label/Freetown%20MA.

			While locals enjoy strolling the town common on a daily basis, this space truly comes alive every Father’s Day with the Tuesday Club’s Strawberry Festival featuring strawberry shortcake, hot dogs, lemonade, musical entertainment, and booths with local vendors. Proceeds go to deserving Freetown students looking to attend college. Many of those students, on their own, come back to help with the Strawberry Festival as an act of gratitude.

			Established in 1987, the Strawberry Festival seems to bring out virtually the whole village.

			“It (the town common during the Strawberry Festival) is a very busy place,” said Cathy Oliveira, an organizer of the event. “The event started out small and has grown a lot, as it seems like we are out of space––exits 8 and 9 are all backed up and up to eighteen hundred people attend––still, it is a very comfortable space at the town common.”

			The population of Assonet is just over four thousand! Oliveira says that, in addition to local people, many from “Boston to Cape Cod to Rhode Island” come to the annual event.

			Walking the village green somehow lends a historical aura that is validated by the village’s interesting timeline. Established in 1659 and part of the Plymouth Colony until the Massachusetts Bay Colony merger in 1691, Assonet has a rich history that belies its small-town setting. The seventeenth century brought wars between English settlers and the local Wampanoag Indians, including King Philip’s War. The eighteenth century saw Freetown become a fishing port, and the nineteenth century was an industrious period with railroads, ships, its position on the stagecoach and mail routes, and factories. Many of the factories closed in the twentieth century, and Freetown eventually evolved into a bedroom community for Taunton, Fall River, and New Bedford, as well as for patient commuters who drive forty miles into Boston. For many, Assonet seems like one of the last truly quiet suburbs in southeastern Massachusetts—or within the eastern United States industrial seaboard, for that matter. A good place to capture the village’s relative refreshing silence is at the town green. [image: ]

		

	
		
			Attleboro

			Attleboro once reigned as a major American jewelry manufacturing city, so prominently, in fact, that it was once known as the “jewelry capital of the world.” That business jewel doesn’t shine quite as much today, but Attleboro does have many other gems remaining––like the Attleboro Town Common.

			The 1.3-acre town green aptly reflects the small city’s big support of the US military with huge, prominent individual honor roll stones for those who paid the ultimate price during World War I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. The sites stand front and center in the minimally landscaped yet attractive town common that dates back to 1744. The sturdy obelisk monuments––tall, four-sided, narrow tapering structures ending in a pyramid-like top––look ready to battle against any type of harsh New England weather and truly reflect the strong nature of Attleboro soldiers who fought for our country’s freedoms.

			Tom Tullie, a retired Attleboro Veterans Department agent, speaks with great pride of how the dedication site evolved and how its permanence and main-attraction presence at the town green benefits Attleboro residents from all generations.

			“I feel a permanency,” says Tullie, of the site. “Before, they had a board with plexiglass. But this new site offers something enormous for vets, children, and grandchildren. Moms are out there walking with their babies, old-timers sit on benches. It just feels comfortable to be there and to know the dedication site will be there for a long time.”

			The project started in 1989 with dedication occurring in 1992. Tullie says that the initial $250,000 price tag for the project seemed “shocking,” but contractors came forth asking, “How can we help?” Local residents donated, too, so the ultimate cost of the project was greatly reduced.
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					Paying tribute to Attleboro residents who served plays a major role at the Attleboro city common––formally known as the Attleboro Veterans Memorial Common.

				

			

			“I always thought Attleboro was a patriotic place,” says Tullie, a retired US Navy veteran. “You can just feel that. Also, Attleboro has always been very politically active. I have never had a problem with the city council and mayor getting us what we need for projects and maintenance.”

			While downtown Attleboro has been undergoing an extensive, impressive revitalization, the city common—which has always served as the central district’s only park—has remained virtually unchanged in its innately pleasing triangular appearance. Maple and oak trees grace the town common, as does the flagpole––erected in 1942––that honor Attleboro citizens in the armed forces.

			Attleboro Mayor Kevin Dumas is a lifelong resident who appreciates the current version of the city common, as well as its revitalization in the early 1990s. “The common is a special place,” says Dumas. “It’s a place to congregate and has that strong military presence. It looks great, too, with good care put into the area––the embankment, flags flying, sod, irrigation.”

			Dumas remembers the city green as a child, but feels it looks best in its current version. “It was always a place to be respected, but the new area established by the vets is great. There was an undesirable element, but that transformed when the military community helped make this location a place of pride.”

			It’s ironic that the town common was never used as a military training ground, given the city has traditionally been steeped in military pride and support. That military culture is so greatly respected in Attleboro that the town green is today known as the Attleboro Veterans Memorial Common.

			Also interesting to note is that in 1995 the Second Congregational Church (built in 1748) tried to regain control of the town green land. According to A Sketch of the History of Attleborough, by John Daggett, the dispute was resolved by fifteen citizen committee members who decided that “the premises to be held forever for public purposes as a Park or Common . . .” Today the church towers high above the Town Common, creating a wonderful juxtaposition that surely says, “This is New England.”

			Interestingly, the Attleboro town common does not feature as many events as Capron Park––a beautiful thirty-acre park at 201 County Street that also features an eight-acre zoo. Capron Park holds most of the prominent community gatherings. As an appropriate decision, though, the Attleboro Veterans Day observance is held annually at the foot of the town common.

			If by chance the town common is hard to find, just look for the huge landscaped letter A––carved from bushes. It really stands out, and it’s a rarity among town commons in New England––that is, to have a landscaped first letter of a town’s name at a town green. That carved letter, the town green, and the city, in general, definitely get an A for showing consistent community pride! [image: ]

		

	
		
			Barre

			Barre is located geographically in the middle of the state, but there is nothing middling about the Barre Common Historic District.

			With four contiguous town commons bounded roughly by South, Exchange, Main, Pleasant, Broad, School, and Grove Streets, the Barre Common District––which dates back to 1792––remains the central point of the town’s civic life. Surrounded by many nineteenth-century buildings, beautiful white churches, and businesses including a theater and restaurants, the Barre town common from virtually all perspectives looks like the quintessential New England small town. The town commons feature several military dedication sites, a gazebo, a fountain, benches, and paved walkways and plenty of green grass.

			The gazebo, in particular, stands out as a famous local attraction. Barre is known as “the band concert town of New England,” with its three bandstands dating back to the 1880s. Townsfolk deemed the first bandstand’s platform too high, and eventually replaced it with a safer, more modern second version. That bandstand lasted about forty years, until public sentiment favored a larger bandstand to meet the needs of a growing community.

			The Barre Public Amusement Association formed a committee, chaired by Mr. Martin Smith, to discuss and initiate the building of a new and larger bandstand, according to the History Stands Still Barre web page (http://bandstands.blogspot.com/2009/04/barre-ma.html). Linda Payne, who compiled the information shown on that website, wrote that “the bandstand would be a memorial to Mr. G. Harding Allen, one of the most prominent citizens of Barre, who had died the previous autumn.”
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					A monument, a church, a fountain, and plenty of green grass help make the Barre town common a classic traditional New England destination.

				

			

			In the tradition of the past two Barre bandstands, locals funding the bandstand proved successful. According to Payne, “children of the town were urged to take part in the fund raising, contributing quarters, dimes, and nickels, which would demonstrate their youthful importance to the community and as a learning experience in carrying out community projects.”

			A Worcester company was hired to construct the bandstand, but only if Barre labor “be employed as far as possible.” The commission also required that the stonework base “match the ornamental stonewall bordering the Allen Estate,” which is nearby and within view across the street, states Payne.

			The new bandstand debuted in July 1931 and, as Payne writes, “became the new centerpiece of the common with August 6th marking the dedication in memory of Harding Allen.”

			Payne says that the celebration of the new bandstand resulted in “automobiles . . . being parked in ‘best-view’ places all around the common. The estimation by the beginning of the ceremonies was that over 2,000 cars were lined up on every street leading into town.”

			Of course a rousing concert took place that day, courtesy of the famous Worcester Brass Band. Payne adds that all agreed that this fine new structure was a great example of “achievement through cooperation.”

			And band concerts continue to this very day on a very beautiful bandstand!

			Margaret Marshall, a local historian, says that the town common in the early 1800s was known for its fairs, but unfortunately that came to end when a man complained about not being able to cross the street due to “horses all over the place.” Marshall adds that in the early 1900s, Barre took on almost a vacation retreat appeal “until the railroad came and people were able to travel to different places.” A hotel stood proudly at the town common, providing the perfect small town New England look with great views of the common. That hotel building remained until the early 1990s, when a fire ruined the building.

			Marshall says that a renovation project around the town green started in summer 2015 to rectify a rather hectic traffic pattern, but would in no way compromise the integrity of the common. Regardless, locals love their Barre town common.

			“There is a sense of pride about it,” says Marshall. “It has that colonial common look.”

			A short “101” on Barre history: The community was named after Isaac Barré, a member of the British Parliament who opposed the taxation of America. The town of Barre did not start out as the “Town of Barre.” From the beginning of the earliest kept records, Barre was part of Rutland. The town was part of the Naquag grant and was made the “Northwest District of Rutland” in 1749. In 1774 the town incorporated and was called “Hutchinson.” Two years later a petition for a different name resulted in it being called “Barre,” with a population of 734. During the Industrial Revolution, it became known for its production of farming equipment and palm leaf hats.

			With the village green as a former militia training ground and site of an animal pound, Barre today retains a wonderful sense of history (designated for listing on the National Register of Historic Places in 1976), yet has a foot in the twenty-first century, with its modest offerings of local businesses centered around the town common. [image: ]
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