
BEGINNINGS



Boston wasn’t the first settlement in America, New England, or even Massachusetts, but once founded, it quickly established itself as a powerful hub of colonial life. As America grew, Boston became a dynamic center of commerce, government, and trade. Through growth and development, it also became a place of firsts: the country’s first public park, public secondary school, post office, public library, lighthouse, organized football club, subway, publicly funded fire department— the list goes on.

Shawmut was a 487-acre peninsula of land jutting out into the harbor and connected to the mainland by an isthmus that occasionally flooded, making the landform at times an island. On the east was Massachusetts Bay; to the west, the Charles River; and to the south, Roxbury Bay. The land was also hilly with several mounts: Trimount consisted of three hills—Mount Vernon, Beacon, and Pemberton—that ran east-west across the center; Copp’s Hill was to the north; and Fort Hill was to the southeast. Today the remnants of Copp’s and Beacon Hill are all that remain.
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Map of the Shawmut Peninsula and Boston in 1630. Courtesy of Boston Public Library, Norman B. Leventhal Map Collection

Boston had a lot going for it in its early days, but one thing it didn’t have a lot of was land. For a country with unlimited space, land was at a premium for the settlers and families who had chosen the peninsula to call home. One solution to this problem was to simply create more land, and that’s what early Bostonians did. They turned the surrounding wet land into dry land by filling, filling, and filling. Today some of Boston’s most dynamic neighborhoods are built on solid ground that was once located below the high tide mark. Boston also evolved by annexation, growing by leaps and bounds as local towns became new neighborhoods of the city.
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Courtesy of Boston Public Library, Norman B. Leventhal Map Collection, 06_01_013411

The streets of old Boston radiate out from Beacon Hill in a circular pattern, seemingly adapting to the physical landscape, while the newly created land is divided into symmetrical boxes with crisscrossing streets and uniform property lines. Boston’s Back Bay and South End—once part of the intertidal zone—were filled in, creating new neighborhoods to accommodate Boston’s burgeoning population. Five hills, including Beacon Hill, were also reduced or removed to create land for additional house lots, and the excavated soil was used to fill in more of the bay. The Back Bay alone created seven hundred acres of new land, taking more than thirty-seven years to complete. As technology advanced, commercial enterprises also reshaped Boston, as they filled in additional sections of shoreline for their buildings and equipment. Long Wharf, once almost a mile long, and others in the dock area were shortened with construction projects and filling along Atlantic Avenue, and additional land was filled in along the Charles River, all adding to the town’s growing landmass.
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Making land wasn’t the only way Boston grew. Between 1804 and 1912 the towns of Dorchester, Roxbury, West Roxbury, Jamaica Plain, Roslindale, Brighton, Allston, Charlestown, and Hyde Park all became part of Boston, either by the action of the legislature or the voting of their citizens.



Before we venture too far on our journey, we should talk a little about how Boston began, and to start we need to begin on Boston Common, at a monument located on the Beacon Street side of the park, a monument most people walk by every day without giving it much notice.

It depicts the landing of John Winthrop and his band of Puritans on the Shawmut Peninsula, the land that would someday become Boston proper. The bas relief sculpture also depicts William Blackstone, Shawmut’s first European settler. He built his house not far from this present-day monument and began farming the land. Blackstone was an ordained Anglican minister who’d moved to the peninsula in 1625 after participating in a failed attempt at colonization on the South Shore, and Shawmut suited him. It had freshwater springs, grazing land for livestock, and good soil for growing crops.

Winthrop and his Puritan followers had originally landed at present-day Charlestown, but lacking a good supply of fresh water, they were forced to relocate. The Shawmut Peninsula was a good choice, and with Blackstone’s invitation Winthrop and his followers resettled across the river from their original site. Five years later, possibly fed up with the rigidity of Puritanism, Blackstone moved from Massachusetts to Rhode Island, where religious beliefs were more tolerant.



[image: image]


BLACKSTONE BLOCK



The early streets of Boston were narrow, winding, and often conformed to the natural environment. This can be seen today in some of the close-packed, circular street patterns around Beacon Hill.

Scott Alley, Creek Square, Marsh Lane, Salt Lane, and Public Alley Number 12— all part of Boston’s tightly packed Blackstone Block—offer a unique snapshot of Boston’s original street patterns. It’s amazing that this small cluster of streets and pre- and post-Revolutionary buildings have remained intact considering the extensive urban renewal that’s occurred around this historical area.

Bostonians began reshaping their physical environment almost as soon as they settled on the Shawmut Peninsula, and have been reshaping it ever since. Some of Boston’s largest urban renewal projects surround the Blackstone Block: the Scully Square/ Government Center redevelopment to the west, the demolition and rebuilding of the West End to the north, and construction of the elevated expressway to the east that cut a large swath through Boston (it was eventually relocated underground during Boston’s famous “Big Dig” project).

Today the land and streets surrounding the Blackstone Block look nothing like they once did. Streets have been widened and improved; Mill Creek, originally dredged and navigable, was covered over to create Blackstone Street; and Town Cove and Mill Pond, integral to Boston’s early commerce, were filled in to create additional land. The street names seem odd until you realize that, although today it is nowhere to be found, the ocean once occupied space next to this block. Fortunately, the interior street patterns provide us with a perspective of the tightly packed and irregular design of early Boston. The names—Creek Lane, Marsh Lane, and Salt Lane—also give an indication of just how close this block was to the sea. Scottow’s Dock, which once abutted this property, was a section of the town pier and an integral part of early commerce.
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Remains of the old elevated expressway that once moved vehicles over the Charles River is in the foreground with the new Zakim Bridge in the background now carrying the load.

Most people visit these alleyways today to find the Boston Stone, embedded in the side of the gift shop that bears its name. It was once thought to be mile zero for measuring distances in relation to the city, but that was most likely an advertising ploy. (Boston’s mile-zero marker is the top of the State House dome.) The Boston Stone was most likely brought from England and used to grind paint pigments—a tool of the trade now cemented in the side of a building that has become a curiosity for tourists.

Still, history hangs heavily in these narrow, crooked alleys, especially in the two pre-Revolutionary buildings that inhabit them. The Union Oyster House, the oldest continuously operated restaurant in America, sits facing Union Street. The block is also home to the Ebenezer Hancock house, once the household of John Hancock’s brother. He was the Continental Army’s paymaster during the American Revolution, and much of the funding for the war passed through this historic building.

If you happen to visit the Blackstone Block to dine at the Union Oyster House, or to search for the Boston Stone, take a moment to stand in one of the back alleys and gaze upward. You might just be able to transport yourself back in time, to when Boston was a very different place.
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STREETS


We take our mobility for granted and feel confident that our roads will be passable in almost any type of weather, but not so long ago it was sometimes difficult, if not impossible, to travel from one place to another when dirt roads became muddy roads that in turn often became small rivers.

Today Boston’s streets are mostly paved with “bituminous concrete,” the official name for what we commonly call hot-top or asphalt. Before the use of asphalt, road builders used a variety of techniques to harden a road’s surface: Logs, planks, ash, cobbles, pavers, and tarmac were all methods incorporated for road construction in early America. There aren’t any plank or log roads in Boston today, but there are still places where you can see other earlier paving methods once used in the city and throughout New England: most commonly cobblestones and setts.

Cobblestones are rounded stones, smoothed over by the grinding forces of nature, and New England has plenty of them—mostly granite—a by-product of the last ice age. Cobbles were usually set in sand or mortar with the widest smooth surface facing the roadside, or set on edge to create a stiffer and sometimes smoother surface area. A cobblestone street served its purpose well in early road construction by stabilizing the roadbed, minimizing rutting, and creating a firm surface for road animals pulling wagons. It also prevented mud from forming, shed water, and was a permeable surface that allowed water to penetrate the roadway, eliminating sheeting and icing to some degree. Although it helped with a horse’s footing, it was abusive to equipment and passengers; what it gained in stability it gave up in comfort.
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The best place in Boston to see cobblestone streets is on Beacon Hill, and the best representation of this historical paving is Acorn Street between Willow and West Cedar Streets. It’s one of the most photographed streets in America.
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Paved setts in the North End’s North Square, home of Paul Revere’s house and the Mariner’s House Number 11.

The 1800s saw the decline of cobbled pavement with the introduction of quarried setts. Setts are granite blocks—sometimes called Belgian blocks—that are fairly uniform, allowing road builders to set them in patterns to create a smoother surface. They are often mistaken for cobblestones, but cobbles are formed naturally, and setts are manufactured in a quarry. Many historic sections of Boston still have setts; good examples include North Square near Paul Revere’s house in the North End, Faneuil Hall, Quincy Market, and Marshal Street near the Bell in Hand Tavern. You can also see setts in many of the city’s crosswalks.

As road-building technology improved, granite setts and cobblestones were replaced by macadam, concrete, and bituminous concrete (asphalt). In New England asphalt is the norm and is installed in two layers. The first layer is called the binder and is the strongest part of the roadway. It has a good amount of stone
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