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This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife, Linda Morris Kelley, without whose love, dedication, and incredible patience it would never have been written.




Additional Kudos


Special thanks to Pat Russell, an authority on Boston’s history and a regular contributor to the Boston Globe and a regular columnist for the Carriage News. Upon review of the first manuscript, Pat sent the author back to the libraries for an additional three months of research. (Thank God!)


Also, to Tony Melton of the Boston Chapter of the American Red Cross, who, in a cab ride with the author, inspired the tide of this book. Thanks, too, to Hugh O’Regan, of Town Taxi; Richard Johnson, Curator of the New England Museum of Sports; Sinclair Hitchings, Keeper of Prints at the Boston Public Library, and his associate, Aaron Schmidt.


And finally, my deepest apreciation to Philip Bergen, Librarian of The Bostonian Society. Philip gave the manuscript a most thorough edit, and his suggestions and comments now leave this non-historian totally comfortable with the completed product.









How This Book Came to Be


I WAS BORN in Boston. Lived there all my life. But it was not until I began driving a cab, about six years ago, that I suddenly discovered that I knew absolutely nothing about my own city. Visitors would get into my taxi and exclaim,“Oh, what a beautiful church! Driver, when was it built? Or, “Who is that statue of, over there in the mall?” Virtually everything that people came to Boston to see, to learn about, to experience and then take home with them to treasure, I had always taken for granted and had never explored. The damned tourists, it seemed, always asked the most embarrassing questions! In self-defense, I began to read everything I could get my hands on about my city. Over time, I taught myself the history of Boston. And I enjoyed sharing this newfound knowledge with both visitors and residents alike. I quickly discovered that most Bostonians were not unlike myself. It seems that we all visit the most exotic cities we can find, and return home a week later knowing more about those cities than their lifelong residents do. But we never get around to learning about the place where we live.


I also discovered that the most fascinating history about Boston is being lost and forgotten. It is well documented, all right, but it is buried in thick, dusty historical tomes that the average person would never read. I think that whoever said,“Histories were written by historians, for historians,” was probably correct. I further discovered that some of the most important historic events that happened in Boston are being completely misunderstood by visitors and residents alike.


So, when one of my passengers said to me (after one of my minilectures about what really happened on the night of Paul Revere’s famous midnight ride) that I should write a book and call it What They Never Told Ton About Boston, or What They Did and Were Lies!, I immediately knew that this was my book to write.


This little book, then, was written by a non-historian for nonhistorians, by a Bostonian for his fellow Bostonians and for all of you who enjoy our city. With love.
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Introduction






And this is good old Boston,
The home of the bean and the cod,
Where the Lowells talk to the Cabots,
And the Cabots talk only to God.


—John Collins Bossidy, 1910







FOR CENTURIES visitors have been charmed by this quaint, picturesque, historic little town with narrow, crooked streets and European architecture. But no more so than Bostonians themselves who, since 1630, with what would become known as the Puritan ethic, worked so very hard to create what has been called the Athens of America, the Cradle of Liberty, the Hub of the Universe, the City on a Hill, and the Mecca of Medicine. Bostonian pride has often been misconstrued as haughty provincialism by some and as crass conservatism by others. But a brief look at the record may suggest other roots.


From the beginning, Bostonians had to learn quickly to be resourceful and self-sufficient. Fear of Indian attacks and starvation were the two most important issues to address, and so the Puritans began to teach their religious beliefs to the local Indians. Eventually, the Puritan minister John Eliot even translated the first Bible into an Indian language (Natick) and had it printed in Cambridge in 1661. As the Indians were converted, they were no longer a threat, and they helped teach the settlers how to find and grow food.


In 1635 the first public school in America was established, Boston Latin School, followed one year later by Harvard College. Then Bostonians began not only to build the busiest seaport in the Western Hemisphere, ultimately trading across the globe, but also to “home-grow” physicians, theologians, philosophers, authors, artists, inventors, architects, business leaders, and philanthropists, as we shall later see.


No wonder, then, that Bostonians were loath to travel elsewhere when whatever they could possibly want was either already here or could be imported. One begins to understand why, in the late nineteenth century, when Maria Buckminster Moors Cabot read in the society page of a Boston newspaper that her good friend and sailing companion, Abigail Lowell, was taking her family on a trip to California, she exclaimed:






Oh, my God!
… And so far from the ocean!
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How We Got Our Name


LET US START by going back to seventh-century England, to a little fishing village on the River Witham, in the district of Lincolnshire. In this litde village lived a Benedictine monk who, by some accounts, was a bastard son of King Ethelmund. This monk would rise early each morning with the fishermen so that he could say a prayer for them and bless their boats before they went out to fish. As it was a general custom in early England to give people names based upon what they did, the fishermen named this monk Botulph—hot, in Old English, meaning boat and ulph meaning helper. Boat-helper. Of course, being a man of the cloth, he would help everyone in the village, but he did pay particularly close attention to the fishermen.


When this monk eventually died, the fishermen, their families, and the other villagers decided that, to properly honor his memory, they would rename their village after him. They named it Bot Ulph’s Town. Botulph’s Town. But they pronounced it Bottleston. And Bottleston, Bottleston, Bottleston, repeated rapidly and carelessly for decades, eventually was contracted into, and of course still is, Boston. Boston, England.


Now let us move forward in history, to 1630—September 7, to be precise. This is when John Winthrop and his Puritans, having left England to find religious freedom, arrived to settle in the New World. Virtually all of these first immigrants were from this very district of Lincolnshire. This is why they ultimately named the town Boston, after their home village.


Eventually the seventh-century monk was canonized by the Church, and is today known as Saint Botolph, the patron saint of Boston. The first street was named in his honor in 1707, on Beacon Hill (renamed Irving Street in 1855). In 1880, the St. Botolph Club, one of Boston’s famous literary clubs, was founded and St. Botolph Street in the Back Bay was named. (Curiously, the only St. Botolph’s church in Boston is a small chapel housed within the YMCA on Huntington Avenue.)


Obvious and natural though the name Boston was, it was not the first English name given to this place! When Winthrop first arrived, what he discovered was a very narrow peninsula with virtually no land (approximately 783 acres). After short deliberation, he decided to try another side of the harbor, which had more land available and was more readily defensible. So he established a temporary settlement, which had been named “Charlestowne” by John Smith in 1624. From Charlestown, looking back across the water to what we know today as Beacon Hill, Winthrop then saw three hills. (Two have been completely leveled, and the third is now some sixty feet shorter than it was then—but more on this in Chapter 10.) Seeing these three hills, Winthrop gave us our first name, Trimountaine.


Charlestown, however, quickly proved unsuitable for a major settlement due to the lack of good drinking water. No matter how many wells were sunk, the water was always terribly brackish. So Winthrop went back to the little peninsula to see if the drinking water there were any better, and when he discovered that it was, he moved the major portion of his colony from Charlestown. And, since they had made the decision before leaving Lincolnshire, England, to name the first permanent settlement Boston, Winthrop soon changed its name from Trimountaine.


Later, one of the major streets of Boston was named Trimountaine. After the dictionary was invented, and names and places were no longer spelled and pronounced in numerous different ways, we were left with Tremont Street—where, in fact, Winthrop is buried at King’s Chapel Burying Ground.


Indians actually lived on this little peninsula until several years prior to the arrival of the Puritans. It seems that the last resident tribe had been decimated by a plague, and henceforth most Indians considered it unsafe. Some would, however, use the peninsula seasonally to fish. These Native Americans, of course, had also named it: they called it Shawmut. Coincidently, both Boston and Shawmut have a common reference. Boston, as we have learned, comes from boat-helper. And Shawmut, loosely translated from the Wampanoag language, means “the place where you go to find boats”!


So, you see, they were wrong when they told you that Shawmut was the name of an Indian or the name of a tribe!
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The First Real Settler


IF, AFTER READING the previous chapter, you are convinced that you know who Boston’s first English settlers were, you are due for a surprise. But you will not be as surprised as Winthrop was when he went back to sample the peninsula’s drinking water.


When Winthrop made his first serious survey of the peninsula that he had earlier spurned, he found the westernmost part ended at what now is the Charles Street side of Boston Common. But, to his astonishment, he also discovered that an Englishman was already living close by, at what is now the western base of Beacon Hill.
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