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INTRODUCTION










   The fact that Boston’s past touches us daily is the most modern thing about the city.




  —BENJAMIN THOMPSON, 1975







  We thought about this quote from architect Benjamin Thompson often as we researched and wrote this book. To our minds, it perfectly captures the dynamic of the living, breathing Boston that continues to evolve right before our eyes. The city relishes its history and its seminal role in the growth of our country. At the same time, Bostonians keep their eyes focused firmly ahead.




  Readers will encounter Thompson, who died in 2002, as part of the visionary team that reimagined the city’s crumbling food market as a joyful gathering spot for a new and revitalized Boston. By the time Quincy Market was rededicated in 1976, Thompson had already designed one of the region’s best modern buildings, the five-story, glass Design Research building in Harvard Square in Cambridge. And, for good measure, he introduced Bostonians to Marimekko and other icons of Scandinavian modernist design.




  It just goes to show how seamlessly the past and the present rub up against each other in Boston. That interplay enriches city life, imbuing it with a sense of purpose and possibility. Commuters heading to work on the Green Line ride the first subway line in the United States. If they travel on the Blue Line instead, they might exit at a station underneath the Old State House. When they reach the sidewalk, they probably rarely notice that the former seat of British rule is dwarfed by the skyscrapers of Boston’s bustling financial district. Boston simply grew up around some of its most notable historic buildings and public spaces.




  Folks still worship in King’s Chapel, where condemned prisoners heard their last sermons before they were led to the gallows on Boston Common. Other Bostonians belong to the congregation at Old North Church, where lanterns in the spire helped light the way to the American Revolution. They check out books and search the web at the first free large municipal library in the country and they slurp oysters at the Union Oyster House, the country’s oldest restaurant in continuous operation. Never underestimate the appeal of oysters!




  All of these sites (except Design Research) are National Historic Landmarks. Given Boston’s long history and record of accomplishment, it is really not surprising that the city boasts more National Historic Landmarks per square mile than any


  

  



  
Boston Through the Centuries





  The National Historic Landmarks in Boston tell a compelling story of the growth of the city over the centuries. But, of course, they don’t exist in isolation. We have included this time line to place the landmarks in a broader context and to give you a fuller picture of Boston’s evolution from a Puritan settlement to a thriving multicultural city.




  1630: English Puritans, led by Governor John Winthrop, settle Shawmut Peninsula, which had been abandoned by the Massachusett people during the Great Dying (1616–1619).




  1636: Harvard University opens as the first institution of higher education in the United States.




  1686: First Anglican congregation is established in Boston and opens chapel on corner of Tremont and School streets three years later.




  1713: Old State House completed as the seat of British government in Boston.




  1716: Boston Light on Little Brewster Island begins to guide mariners into Boston Harbor.




  1721: Long Wharf built as main trading dock, reaches full length in 1756.




  1730: Old South Meeting House, the largest building in the community, dedicated.




  1737: Old North Church completed to serve growing Anglican community.




  1742: Faneuil Hall opens as the city’s food market and meeting hall.




  1754: King’s Chapel completed on site of original Anglican house of worship.




  1768: British troops land in Boston to maintain order.




  1761: Christ Church opens in Harvard Square in Cambridge.




  1770: The Boston Massacre, an encounter between colonists and British regulars outside the Old State House, leaves five colonists dead.




  1773: Patriots disguised as Native Americans leave Old South Meeting House and dump three shiploads of tea into Boston Harbor, an event memorialized as the Boston Tea Party.




  1775: Lanterns in the spire of Old North Church signal British troop movements toward Lexington and Concord.




  1775: Battle of Bunker Hill, the first pitched battle of the American Revolution, fought in Charlestown.




  1776: British evacuate Boston. Continental Congress in Philadelphia adopts the Declaration of Independence.




  1790: Columbia returns to Boston as the first American-flagged ship to sail around the world, ushering in an era of trade with the Far East and other national and international ports.




  1790s: Development of Beacon Hill as a residential neighborhood begins.




  1797: USS Constitution launched from Edmund Hartt’s Shipyard in the North End.




  1798: Massachusetts State House completed.




  1800: Charlestown Navy Yard established.




  1806: African Meeting House built on Beacon Hill to serve growing Black population.




  1822: Boston incorporated as a city.




  1826: Quincy Market replaces Faneuil Hall as Boston’s principal wholesale and retail food distribution center.




  1831: Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge founded as a pioneering garden cemetery.




  1832: New England Anti-Slavery Society founded at the African Meeting House on Beacon Hill.




  1840s: Irish fleeing the potato famine emigrate to the United States and swell Boston’s population.




  1848: Boston Public Library founded as the first large free municipal library in the United States.




  1850s: Concentration of writers and publishers makes Boston the literary capital of the country.




  1850s: Boston begins filling the tidal mudflats of the Back Bay to create a fashionable new neighborhood.




  1859: Land in the newly filled Back Bay set aside for the Boston Public Garden.




  1861: Massachusetts is the first state to send troops to fight for the Union in the Civil War.




  1867: New England Conservatory founded.




  1870s: Chinese laborers begin to settle in recently filled land of South Cove.




  1872: Arnold Arboretum established.




  1876: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, opens.




  1877: Trinity Church on Copley Square consecrated.




  1880s: Immigration from Italy begins; many settle in the North End, Boston’s oldest continuously occupied neighborhood. Jewish immigrants from Russia and Poland follow in the next few decades, settling in the North End and West End.




  1883: Frederick Law Olmsted moves his landscape architecture practice to Brookline to concentrate on Boston’s Emerald Necklace.




  1895: Boston Public Library building completed on Copley Square.




  1897: Tremont Street Subway becomes the first subway line in the United States.




  1897: First running of the Boston Marathon is held.




  1897: Memorial to Robert Gould Shaw and the Massachusetts 54th, the first all-volunteer Black regiment in the Civil War, dedicated on Boston Common.




  1900: Symphony Hall, home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, hosts inaugural concert.




  1903: Harvard Stadium completed as home to Harvard Crimson football team.




  1903: Jordan Hall opens at New England Conservatory of Music.




  1912: Fenway Park, now the oldest major league baseball park in the country, opens.




  1916: Great Migration of southern Blacks to northern urban areas, including Boston, begins.




  1917: John F. Kennedy born in Brookline in home that would be dedicated as a National Historic Site in 1969.




  1920s: Immigrants from the eastern Mediterranean, followed by Spanish speakers from the Caribbean, begin to remake the face of the South End, Roxbury, and Dorchester.




  1958: Freedom Trail laid out to connect sites associated with the American Revolution.




  1974: Boston National Historical Park established.




  1974: Boston Pops July 4 Fireworks Spectacular launched on Charles River Esplanade.




  1976: John Hancock Tower (now called 200 Clarendon Street), the tallest building in New England, dedicated.




  1976: Quincy Market rededicated as the anchor of Faneuil Hall Marketplace, an inspiration for festival marketplaces around the country.




  2005: Completion of “Big Dig” construction project knits together Boston neighborhoods long separated by an elevated highway.







  other major city in the United States. There are fifty-seven sites in Boston alone; add in four sites in adjoining Brookline and nineteen in neighboring Cambridge and the number swells. For this book, we concentrate on fifty of the landmarks that tell rewarding stories of Boston and Bostonians. That’s a lot of history in 103 square miles, and it will give you a good idea of what Bostonians cherish and what they feel defines them. The list includes a number of historic homes that provide tantalizing glimpses of domestic life over the centuries. But it is surprisingly diverse. Within these pages you will also find a concrete football stadium, two acoustically acclaimed concert halls, a hospital operating room, a Tiffany-designed church interior, the site of a Transcendentalist community, and one of the country’s oldest lighthouses.




  The federal government does not bestow the designation of National Historic Landmark lightly. The Secretary of the Interior reserves the honor for places that are considered “exceptional because of their abilities to illustrate United States heritage.” That’s a pretty tough bar, even in a city as historically rich as Boston.




  National Historic Landmarks are often confused with the much longer list of sites on the Registry of National Historic Places, both of which are administered by the National Park Service. For quick comparison, the Registry is a list of “historic places worthy of preservation” that are often most significant to a particular community or state. Nominations are first reviewed by the relevant state historic preservation office and, if appropriate, then passed on to a national review board. The final determination usually takes a couple of months.




  Applications for designation as a National Historic Landmark are prepared in conjunction with the National Park Service and are reviewed by experts in relevant fields such as preservation, history, archaeology, and architectural history. The process may take up to five years before the Secretary of the Interior makes the final determination, recognizing sites that “tell important stories related to the history of the nation overall.”




  Greater Boston’s many firsts—from the first public arboretum in North America to the first institution of higher education in the United States—certainly fill the bill. The area also boasts the country’s oldest Black church building and oldest independent school of music, not to mention the oldest commissioned warship in the world. There is a lot of history to uncover—and when you need to take a break there will almost certainly be a welcoming cafe or coffee shop nearby.




  That’s not to say that Boston’s history is unblemished. The city is still struggling, for example, with its complicity in the trade in enslaved Africans. But as a living organism, Boston seeks to improve. Boston Common, the country’s oldest public park and the green heart of the city, has often been the spot where the struggles to embrace the better angels of our nature come to light. Patriots railed against British tyranny, abolitionists protested slavery, and women marched for the right to vote. In more recent times, supporters have marched and raised banners to support LGBTQ+ rights, to demand action on climate change, and to assert that Black Lives Matter. Almost four hundred years old, Boston Common is still a place where people gather to air their views and to help write the next chapters of the city’s and the nation’s story.




  Please savor your journey through Boston history.




  —Patricia Harris and David Lyon
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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DOWNTOWN AND THE MARKETS








  




  Boston Common




  Bordered by Tremont, Park, Beacon, Charles, and Boylston streets; friendsofthepublicgardenr.org; open year-round; free. T: Park, Boylston




  Boston was only four years old when Boston Common was established in 1634. Puritan settlers purchased the land from William Blackstone. The Anglican minister and hermit was the first European to lay claim to the area after the Massachusett tribe had abandoned their settlement during the 1616-19 “Great Dying.”
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  History records that each homeowner chipped in six shillings toward the purchase price of thirty pounds. The Founders Memorial along the Beacon Street edge of the Common depicts Blackstone welcoming John Winthrop, Governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, to the Shawmut Peninsula. Erected in 1930 to mark Boston’s tricentennial, the monument also records Winthrop’s aspiration that the new town “shall be as a city upon a hill.”
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  It is hard to tell what thirty British pounds might equal in today’s currency. But there is no doubt that the savvy settlers got themselves a good deal. The 50-acre park is the oldest in the country and remains the green heart of the city, the place where all its residents and its visitors cross paths.




  It is impossible to imagine the history of Boston without Boston Common. Following the English model, the land was originally set aside as a commons to be equally shared by all residents of the community. Its principal use was as a military training field and as pasture for the town’s herd of seventy milk cows. Properly speaking, it is “the Common” or “Boston Common,” but never “the Boston Common.”




  Other uses soon intervened. The cattle had to make room for whipping posts, pillories, and stocks to punish those who went against the order of the Puritan leaders. More serious offenders, including murderers, thieves, witches, pirates, and even Quaker religious dissenters, met their deaths by hanging from the so-called “Great Elm” that an 1876 storm finally destroyed.




  It was inevitable that the Common would be a stage for events leading up to the Revolution. Patriot Samuel Adams gathered crowds to rail against mistreatment by the British crown. With trouble brewing, British regulars established an encampment on the Common in 1768. At the time, the waters of the Charles River rose to the edge of the Common on the Charles Street side at high tide. That’s where the British troops boarded boats to cross the river and begin their march on Lexington and Concord and, two month later, their assault on Bunker Hill (see page 85).




  Many of those soldiers rest in perpetuity in the Central Burying Ground on the Boylston Street side. Established in 1756, it was Boston’s fourth graveyard. Painter Gilbert Stuart, most famous for his 1796 unfinished portrait of George Washington reproduced on the $1 bill, is also buried here. Entry into the burying ground is through a small gate on Boylston Street near the Tremont Street corner.




  Some of Boston’s most luxurious mansions were rising on Beacon Hill by the early nineteenth century, making it Boston’s most prestigious address. By 1830, cows were no longer welcome as the Common completed its transformation from pasture to park. Crowds delighted at balloon ascensions and early football games, but the Common also turned to the serious business of hosting anti slavery protests and Civil War recruitment rallies.
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  The most moving and artistically accomplished of the Common’s sculptures memorializes the 54th Regiment of the Massachusetts Infantry. The first all-volunteer Black regiment in the Union army was led by Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, a member of a wealthy abolitionist family. Shaw and nearly half his men died while leading an assault on Fort Wagner, South Carolina on July 19, 1863. Shaw’s family rejected plans for a traditional equestrian statue of the colonel, insisting instead that he be shown with his regiment. Sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens summoned the full extent of his powers to capture the moment when Shaw and the line of proud soldiers marched past cheering crowds in front of the State House on their way to war. The memorial, which sits on the Beacon Street edge of the Common, was dedicated on May 30, 1897. It is the ostensible subject of “For the Union Dead,” one of Robert Lowell’s most famous poems. “At the dedication,” Lowell wrote, “William James could almost hear the bronze Negroes breathe.”




  Just three months after the unveiling, a new era dawned on Boston Common. At 6:02 a.m. on September 1, 1897, the first trolley car rolled down the underground tracks between the Public Garden and Park Street stations. Before the day was out, more than 100,000 people had experienced the ride on America’s first subway (see page 6).
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  Lying at the juncture of the Red and Green lines of the MBTA, the Common has both the expanse and the supporting transportation to serve as the city’s soap-box. Protesters have rallied against the Vietnam war, in support of Northern Irish hunger strikers, in favor of LGBTQ+ rights, and against racial injustice. Members of Occupy Boston gathered supporters to their fight for economic equality. Others have demanded greater action to combat climate change. White nationalists holding a free speech rally were met with double their number of counterprotesters. The Common is the stage where First Amendment rights are exercised to the ragged limits of the United States Constitution.




  
[image: image]





  On April 23, 1965, Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. led a freedom march from Roxbury to Boston Common. “Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy,” he told the crowd of 22,000. “Now is the time to make brotherhood a reality. Now is the time.” On October 1, 1979, Pope John Paul II celebrated the first papal Mass in North America before a crowd of 400,000.




  But the Common also has its lighter side. In summer, children beat the heat at the Frog Pond spray pool. Now paved, it is the last of three ponds surviving from the original landscape. Tennis players take to the courts and folks gather to watch baseball games. More than 50,000 people turn out each summer to watch free Commonwealth Shakespeare Company performances at the 1912 Parkman Bandstand.




  In winter, the Frog Pond becomes an ice-skating rink. The province of Nova Scotia sends Boston a towering fir or spruce tree in thanks for the city’s relief efforts after the devastating 1917 Halifax explosion. Up to 50 feet tall, the tree is the centerpiece of the holiday light display. Shortly thereafter, fireworks brighten the sky above the Common as the city celebrates New Year’s Eve.




  In the early twentieth century, the sons of pioneering landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted (see page 180) helped bring order and consistency to the walking paths and plantings. For those in search of a peaceful respite, there is always a place to spread a blanket on the grass for a picnic, to find a shady bench to read a book, or a sunny bench to eat a hot dog from a street vendor while listening to riffs from a jazz saxophonist playing for change. After nearly four centuries, the spirit of the English commons still holds true. Boston Common is for everyone.




  




  Tremont Street Subway




  Park Street and Boylston Street stations, Boston Common; mbta.com; 617-222-3200; fares charged.




  Boston’s traffic jams are so legendary that they even have their own lexicon. In the 1960s, traffic reporters Joe Green and Kevin O’Keefe began surveying the streets from helicopters and came up with clever descriptions of the scene below. “The snail trail,” for example, perfectly encapsulates the painfully slow pace of the morning commute.




  But traffic jams are nothing new. By the late nineteenth century, the main downtown thoroughfare of Tremont Street was often a congested knot of electric streetcars and trolleys, horse-drawn trolleys and private carriages, and pedestrians.
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  To tackle the problem, the Boston Transit Commission was established in 1894. The first such public transportation agency in the country, it looked to Europe for a solution. The commission proposed building a subway system similar to those already in operation in Paris, London, and Glasgow, and under construction in Budapest. Despite resistance from businesses, some prominent citizens, and those generally unenthusiastic about an underground commute, a public referendum to start construction was approved. On March 28, 1895, officials gathered to break ground for the Tremont Street Subway.




  To make the construction process as quick and painless as possible, Boston’s tunnels were buried only 50 feet belowground. (London’s original tunnels, by contrast, were 100–200 feet deep.) Engineers drew on the experiences of London and Paris to devise their own construction technique. Lengths of trenches were dug to about six feet deep, reinforced with wooden braces, and sealed on the surface. Workers could continue to excavate to the specified depth while the street-level roadway remained in use. When excavation was complete, the tunnels were strengthened with steel-reinforced concrete and topped with an arched brick roof.




  Boston’s method proved so successful that it became the template for nearly all subway construction in the United States. Not everything proceeded according to plan, of course. Less than a month after work began, human remains were unearthed under Boylston Street near the 1756 Central Burying Ground. Ultimately about 910 bodies were reburied and identified by a plaque that reads: “Here were interred the remains of persons found under the Boylston Street Mall during the digging of the Subway, 1895.” Construction was almost complete in March 1897 when a spark from a trolley wheel met a leak in a gas line and caused a deadly explosion near the corner of Tremont and Boylston streets. It seemed as if some of the most dire predictions of the subway naysayers were coming to pass.




  Yet work proceeded. Finally, on September 1, 1897, Bostonians greeted the opening of the first subway line in the United States with great fanfare and enthusiasm. By the end of the day, more than 100,000 people had taken the roughly half-mile ride between the Public Garden and Park Street stations, passing through the Boylston Street station along the way. By autumn of 1898, the full route from the Public Garden to North Station, with a separate loop to Adams Square (current site of Boston City Hall), was operational. The underground line connected to street-level lines on each end. The contours of Boston’s cut-down hills meant laying five miles of track to cover a distance slightly under three miles. The Tremont Street Subway recorded about 50 million passenger rides during its first year of full operation.
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