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  INTRODUCTION




  In the 17th century the hamlet called Muddy River began to grow on the outskirts of Boston, so named because of the two brooks that bordered it. In 1705 Muddy River became the town of Brookline, again named after the brooks that defined it. This is the town where, almost 3 centuries later, I grew up. (I was, in fact, among the last babies to be born at the Boston Lying-In Hospital before it closed its doors permanently.)




  Brookline is a part of Boston—it has stops on the Green Line of the T; Beacon Street runs straight through it down to Newton; it is a cog in the massive, churning machine that is Boston—and yet it is also separate. It has its own culture and pace of life, slightly slower than the city. People from Brookline go to the Brookline Public Library, not the Boston branch, and it has separate soccer leagues, schools, and government.




  So while I grew up in Boston, I also grew up outside Boston. When I went to the aquarium as a child, I went as a visitor—this was a strange, faraway land. To a small person the neighborhoods of Boston seemed so distant from each other, each its own sovereign nation: Chinatown, with the smell of pork buns drifting through the streets, and the North End, with children and adults hollering in Italian.




  When I was older, and larger, the city shrank. I could walk from Chinatown to the North End quite easily, and I began to understand why people from London or New York would call Boston a quaint little town.




  I left Boston at age 18, for Minnesota, Europe, Asia, California, New York. I’ve spent time in dozens of cities and towns, and it was only when I left Boston that I truly began to appreciate it. It is an accomplished, successful city, renowned for its intellectual and medical output; Massachusetts has also been the first to make major strides in certain national movements, most in gay marriage and universal health care; yet it seems so unassuming—proud of its accomplishments but not boastful.




  Boston is also the epicenter of American history—another facet of the city that I did not truly notice until I moved away. When I was in grade school, we would take field trips to the USS Constitution, to the reenactment of the battle at Lexington and Concord, to Georges Island, to Plimoth Plantation. This seemed standard—somewhere in the back of my mind, I assumed that students everywhere study local history and visit important, pertinent sites. But students in California, Kansas, and Wisconsin all learn about the battle at Lexington and Concord or the Boston Tea Party; in hindsight I feel extremely grateful that I had access to so much of American history in my backyard.




  I feel a soft, subcutaneous pride for Boston, for Cambridge, for Massachusetts as a whole. And yet Boston does receive its share of criticism—well, all cities do, really. Many visitors call the city segregated or racist, and some Americans—especially outside New England—feel that the city has retained too many rigid, Puritan values.




  These criticisms could be true or false, for all I know. I have to admit, while writing this, that my experience of Boston was specific to my life in Brookline and, even more importantly, to my parents. I was extremely lucky to have the parents that I did. So is Boston racist? Possibly. Socially conservative? Maybe. I honestly don’t know.




  What I do know is that a person’s experience of Boston seems to vary much more than with other cities. Everyone has a different impression of New York, for example, but there is some general consensus about it: busy, crowded, exciting, with a large financial sector and a diverse group of artists. Boston seems to elude such characterizations. It is equally considered large and small, exciting and dull, segregated and integrated, creative and unimaginative. In New York it is easier to find your niche—the inundation of people, events, and information is so constant that you can very easily jump into and out of the stream at different points. In Boston the life of the city exists less as a constant flow and more as a series of lakes, each with its own ecosystem. Thus your experience of Boston depends on which lakes you happen to find first.




  As an adult I make a point to experience more of the niches of Boston than my native nook of Brookline. And the more I learn about Boston, the more I feel like this city is a secret that we all share. I realize now that this is the definition of home. I can speak endlessly about the pros and cons of Boston, but I will always love it unconditionally. And when I visit another city or town, I’ll fall in love with its charm or its unique architecture or its optimistic population, but I will ultimately say, “This place is wonderful, but I couldn’t live here.” A local will reply, “Well, you don’t know the city as well as I do. You don’t understand.” And he’ll be right. I won’t.
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  ARNOLD ARBORETUM




  Alfred Nobel, the armaments producer and the inventor of dynamite, left behind a large portion of his fortune to fund the internationally renowned Nobel prizes. Cornelius Vanderbilt, the railroad tycoon, left behind Vanderbilt University and Grand Central Depot, the predecessor to Grand Central Station in New York City. Isabella Stewart Gardner and her husband John Lowell Gardner, the trader and businessman, put their fortune toward the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston.




  There is a long history of tycoons and magnates who funded or founded some of the public’s greatest treasures. So it occurred with the Arnold Arboretum, a public space that all Bostonians know and love, although outsiders may not have heard of it.




  James Arnold, a whaling merchant from New Bedford, left behind a portion of his fortune for “the promotion of Agricultural, or Horticultural improvements.” Arnold died in 1868, and in 1872 the trustees of his will transferred his estate to Harvard University, so that it could be combined with the former Bussey estate to create the Arnold Arboretum, a total of 265 acres dedicated to horticulture and botany.




  

    The oldest public arboretum in North America and one of the world’s leading centers for the study of plants. This 265-acre landscape is open from sunrise to sunset every day of the year. For more information visit www.arboretum.harvard.edu.
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  The arboretum has a unique 1,000-year lease with the City of Boston, signed in 1882, granting Harvard ownership and control but including the land in the city’s park system. Thus, the arboretum has become a link in the Emerald Necklace, the 7-mile system of parks and parkways that Frederick Law Olmsted planned between 1878 and 1892 (other links in the necklace include Boston Common, the Back Bay Fens, and Jamaica Pond).




  The park draws people from all over the city, especially from nearby Jamaica Plain and Roslindale—in the springtime you will find couples strolling, bicyclists, runners, and amateur botanists, while in the winter you’ll see children sledding, showshoers, or local residents walking their dogs. While tourists may not recognize the name of the arboretum, you can walk up to any Bostonian in the street, and he or she will certainly recall a memory from this place.
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  BOSTON BAKED BEANS




  If you’ve never visited Boston, you’re in for a surprise. First of all, the streets are paved with beans. Some neighborhoods, such as Beacon Hill, prefer to use garbanzo beans for their sturdy, cobblestone effect. Brookline, on the other hand, uses lentils, meticulously mixed, poured, and dried. Neighborhoods in Cambridge along the river use hard-shelled black beans for their water resistance.




  If you do visit, I hope you like beans, because restaurants in Boston don’t serve anything else. Also, you should be warned: People in Boston don’t purchase goods with dollars. Instead, they use beans. (Don’t walk around flaunting your great northerns, because that’s a sure way to attract pickpockets.)




  None of this is true, of course. Boston is known as Beantown because of a Colonial-era predilection, but today baked beans are no more popular than Italian sausage or potato knishes—probably less. The popularity of Boston baked beans was so great, and its legend has persisted so powerfully, that the baked navy bean is even the Massachusetts state bean. Baked beans, however, are actually a dish that the colonists learned from Native Americans.
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  Native Americans used to bake navy beans with bear fat and maple syrup. The colonists eventually adapted this method to incorporate pork and molasses. Other regions, such as Maine, used maple syrup, brown sugar, and other meats or fats, but Boston used molasses simply because of its abundance. In the triangle trade between the West Indies, West Africa, and North America, Boston became a major producer of rum, and the city (sometimes literally) overflowed with molasses (in 1919, a molasses tank in the North End burst, releasing over 2 million gallons of molasses into the street, killing 21 people and injuring 150).
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