 Bostom Common
TS BOSTON !
i MASSACHU SE LT

v
F




-

The Boston Conmron

America’s Oldest Park

HE LaMD EMOWN A8 THE Boston CoMMon

I has belonged to the people of Boston since

1534, only four vears afrer the Puritans of the
Massachuzetts Bay Colony arrived in the Mew World.
Serling fiese in Charlestown, they soon maoved across
the bay 1o a rocky peninsula known to the [ndians as
Shawmut, which they renamed Boston after the
Lincolnshire town from which some of them came.
The peninsula was already oocupied by a lone resi-
dent, a Church of England clergyman named William
Blackstong [or Blaxton} wha had informed the Purt-
tans of an excellent spring on the site and invited
them to poin him.,

Among other customs, the Puritans brought with
them the English village insorucion of the commaon
land or “common,” a trace ser aside from roval or
manorial linds for the use of the townspeople. Thus,
i 1634, when Blackstone decided o move on, the
wwn purchased from him Gfty acres of land, for
which they assessed each houscholder 2 minimum of
s1x shillings. Soon thercafter, according 1o Liter testi-
mvany, “the Town laid out & place for a ravning ficld,
which ever since and now is used for that purpose &
for the feeding of Catrell.”

The commeon field was gently rolling scrubland,
sloping gradually frem Beacon Hill to the tdal
marshes of Back Bay. The ariginal warer line roughly
followed the present course of Charles Street. Like the
rest of the peninsula, the Common was anly lightly
waoded, with perhaps chree trees of notable size, in-
cluding the legendary “Greac Elm."

Early descriprions of the Common identify four sep-
arate hills and chree ponds, of which only one hill
{Flagsraff] and one pend (Frog) are now discernible.
Today's Common, though undeniably altered, is
nonetheless very nearly che same size and configura-
tion as the teact purchased from Blackstone in 1634,
[t survives as a relic of an ancient lindscape — all that
is left of the rural aspect of seventeenth-century Boston.

In 1640 there were some men in Boston who adve-
cared breaking up the Commaon and selling its lands,
The rown responded to this threar by ordering thart

i

*. . . henceforth there shalbe noe land granted eyther
for howsplott or garden o any person out of the open
ground or Comon Feild, . . " Again in 1648: “noe
comon marish and Pastur Ground shall hereafrer bye
gifte or sayvle, exchange, or otherwise, be counted
unto property without consent of ye major parr of ve
inhabitants of ve rowne.” This commitment, repeared
ins the city charter of 1822, proects the Commaon g0
this day from sale or encroachment.

Thus esrablished and secured, the Common has
continued o be closely associared with the evens of
the town, the commonwealth, and che nanon. Indeed,
because of its extraordinary participation in history, it
has been likened to an ourdoor stage, upon which
each generation has enacted the passing dramas of
civic life. Upon chis stage, each century provides its
particular scenes:

The seventeenth-cen-
mury Common, rough
angd rural, was well
suired as a pasture. Con-
tained by a rustic pose-
and-rail fence and
watched over by a town-
appointed keeper, the vil-
lage herd of “70 milch
kine" grazed peacefully. As a military training field,
the Common needed slightly more atenticn, The
higher and drier fields were roughly graded, and regu-
lations imposed against littering with “stones ourt of
vee bordening lotes™ or “any incralls of beast or fowles,
or garbigd, or carion, or dead Dogs or Catts, or any
other dead beasr or sinkeing thing.”

In an inoalerant time, Puritan Boston distinguished
iself by its harshness. The Common was a frequent
site for hangings and ather forms of execution. The
condemned imcluded murderers, thieves, deserrers,
pirates, “wirches,” Indians, and religious dissencers,
especially Quakers.

From the Common croops departed for Indian and
Colonial wars, including the arrack on Lovishurg in
1745, It became, too, a forum for speakers like che
great evangelist George Whitefield, whose elogquence
induced voung Ben Franklin wo parct with all his sav-
ings. The story of the aighteenth-century Common,
hewever, 15 darminated by the gvents surrounding the




Fevolution. In 1786 a joviul celebearion marked re-
peal of the Stamp Act; two years later, effigies were
hung in protest against the odious tax on cea. Briosh
rroops soon occupied the rown, and for the next eight
vears the Common was almost constandy a place of
encampment, By 1775 it was an entrenched camp
with a garrison of 1,750 men, who burned the feng-
ing for firewood and scarred the landscape with
rrenches and redoubts, remams of which would sall
be visible one hundred vears Lirer,

Troops set off from the Common for encounters ac
Lexingoon and Concord and Liver 2t Bunker Hill; cas-
ualrics of those bartles were reportedly buried here,
Following che British evacvaoon in March 1776, Gen-
eral Washingron reviewed his victorious troops on the
Common. Here, too, in 1781 a huge bonfire hlazed o
celebrate the surrender ar Yorktown.

Prior to the Revelution, Bostonians had taken some
small steps to improve the Comman. In 1780, John
Hancock planted & row of elms on the Beacon Screer
bank oppasite his house, the kst of which survived
until 1973, A double row of trees was also planced
along Tremont Street, fanking a neatly graveled pach.
This was "The Mall,” along which ladies and gentle-
men of letsure would promenade “every afternoon,
after drinking tea,” It was the first and once the Anest
of the five malls thar encircled che Commnoa.

As Boston grew and prospered in a new nation, its
inhabatants saw in their historic Common a precious
heritage, which they now lavished with care and af-
fection. In 1830 a municipal order banished the cows
o onter pastuces, all bur completing the Commion's
conversion 1o pleasure ground and park. 5ix years
larer the entire space, a
rmile in perimener, wis
enclosed with a hand-
somme inon fence Ananced
in part by public sub-
seriprion. Ourer malls
were established or en-
hanced, interior paths
straigheened and planted
with bordering rows of shade trees, The Fmp, Pond,
ance a mere mud hole, was curbed 1o create 2 minia-
ture lake, o which was added in 1848 a splendid
fowntain with a jet of water 90 feet high.

In an age of optimism and public display, the nine-
teenth-century Common plaved host wo an exeeaondi-
nary chronicle of events, both sericus and fanciful:
receprions for famous visitors with military reviews,
expositions, celebrations, and political conventions,
partics on the Fourth of [uly, the appearance af an ele-
phant in the Frog Pond, Indian dances, balloon ascen-
sis, speakers of every persuasion, and always games
and sports from early foathall ro eliborate sledding
contests. During che Civil War era the Common wit-
nessed antislavery protests, recruitment rallies, cearful
farewells as regiments mustered to depart for war, a
wild victory celebracion, and then a mass demonseea-
riom of grief at the death of President Lincoln.

With the enthusiasm for public art rypical of the
perod, Bostonians adorned the Common wich
plagques and monumenecs of varving qualicy. The mosc
nocable was Aupusus Saine CGawdens” Shaw/ 34th
Fegiment Memonal, widely considered the finesc
picee af public arr in the ciry,

The Common in the owentieth cenoury has conrin-
ved to reflect the world around in. Malls have accom-
mordared subwayvs and garage; tennis courts, baseball
felds, and a woc-lot have added recrearional Facilities;
and more tham ever it has been a scene of large events
like Boston's rercenrenary celebrarion of 1930,
speeches by narional figures such as Martin Luther
King, the protest rallies of the 1980s, and in 1979 on
the visic af Pope __I-:lhl'l Pansl 11 the Grse papal mass in
Morth America.

The exteaordinary demamls upon the Common
have raised, indeed, important issues of space and
maintenance, The Friends of the Public Garden and
Coommon,  clizens group supporting public efforts,
has worked since 1973 o address these needs, In
1986 Mavor FRaymond Flynn made che care and pres-
ervation of this historic ground a goal of his adminis-
rranon. William B. Coughlin, Commissioner of Parks
and Recreation, is carrying out the mayor's mandare
with commitments 1 increpsed maintenance, crtical
repairs, and long-term planning,

A vigitor to the Common may find on a pleasanc
day an almost endless variery of activities. After more
than 350 vears, it remains a center stage of civic life,
and a green oasis in the midst of a modem city.
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. Blsckspone Memonal Tables 1913, by B, Clipson

A Tour
Around the Conmmon

Srurgis, recalls the founding of the Common in 1634,
The words of the insenpbon are aken from a 1684
deposition of four elderly men, ansong the bist survi-
vars of the Airst mhabicanes of the wn, For genera-
s, this cestimony has been cited a5 svidence

thar the lawhul cwners of the Common are the people
af Paxseon.

- Park Sereer Subvay 1897 an entrance g oldest sub-

way line in America,

3. Lafayette Monument 19724, by John E Paramine, On

the centenary of Lafayee's 1824 viar o the Com-
man, the Tremone Streer Mall was renarmed in his
hoawr. The ariginal tree-lined mall was deseroyed by
subway construction in 18597,

. Brewer Fountain 1868, by Paul Litnard; strues by

Mathurin Mereau, e of several copies, this work
was purchased by Boson merchane Gardner Brewer
at the Pans Exposition of 1867 and given oo the ciry
the next veir. The reclining Bgures at the base are of
Poscidon and Amphiceite, Acis and Gales,

. Commudores John Barry Monoment 1949, by Joho E

Paraming, honoring the man known as the “Farher of
the American Havy.™

. Freedom Trail Information Center Visitor service of

the Greater Bosion Comvention and Tournst Bursau;
open Monday through Samrday, 8:30 a.m. 10 5 pom.;
Sumday # a.m. 10 5 pom,

- Parkoman Plaza 1960; designed by Shurcliffe & Mer-

rill. The statues represencing Induscry, Religion,
and Learning are the work of Arcanpelo Casciesi and
Adie DiBiceari.

. Declaration of Independence Plague 1925; bas relief

by John E Paramene after o mural by John Trombuall
in the Fotunda of the Capire] Building in Washingon.
Bosron Massacre Memonal 1888, by Roben Kroos.
The bronze hgure represents Revodurion breaking the
chains of peranny. The bas eelicf depicting the events
befoare the Cild State House om March 5, 1770, fea-
rures Crispus Armuscks, the firss oo Gl

Cenral Burving Grownd 1756, Thes area became part
of the Commen in 1833, The composer William Bill-
imgs and the arisc Gilbert Souart are buried here.
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. Parkman Bandstand 1912, by Decky, Rohinson, &

Shepand, commemosating George E Parkman (1823-
19038] who bequeathed 55 million for the care of the
Common and other ciry parks, This is the sire of Cow
Pand {sonetimes known as Horse Pond ), which was
filled i 1838, afer the cows had lefr the Common,

. The Flagsadl 1837, This unpreposesing pole, 37

feet high amd fshioned foom o angle tree, has spood
in the Common for 130 years, giving its name to
Flagseadf Hill and mewed 1o thas locanon in 1864,
This area is the site of “Smokers Circle,” wherse
gentlemen gathersd when mbacco was prohibined
alsewhere an the Common,

Papal Mazs Plagque, 1981, by E P Daves Monumeneal
Works, commiemorates the 1979 visie of Pope John
Paul 11, wleen, despive a downgour, 400,000 coowded
the Parade Ground and Flagseaff FLll o hear the pa-
pal mass,

Fox Hill Maque 1523; arcached 1o the southern pillar
of the gare ro Charles Streer, This plague marks the
ave of one of the most prominent fetures of the early
Common. A gravelly bluff projecting westward inmo
the bay, Fosx Hill was almost an island ar high tide,
DCrering the oocupation: of Boswen, 1775-1776, the hedl
was forrified

Roval Mavy Plaguee 19455 on the oppaosice pallar,
MacArhur Mall 1824; parallels the coleaaal share-
e, Oieigenaelly the Charles Sreer Mall, e was re-
namied for General Douglas MacArthur,

Canty Parcle Ground 1852 the rernns of the ong-
nal reaining field of the Colonial milida, For three
cenruries it has been the sre of miliary dsplays and
prubdic celebrations. [t was mamed i 1963 for
Thomas |, Carty, Capeain, Ancient and Honorable
Arttlbery Comguuny.

Chirrles Strect Gate 1836; the sole surviver of the five

gares thar once marked the main entrances m the
Comman. They were connected by a decarative imin

fence, most of which was removed during World War
11 for serap iron, A pomun of the old fence remuins
along the Becan Seeeet boundary.

Beacom Sreet Mall 18155 che bese preserved of the
five original malls, With its original fence and Bank-
urg revws af trees, this mall offers some of the dlavor of
the ninereenth-century Commion,

Frunders Memonal 1530 bas relief by John F. Para-
e, frame by Charles AL Coolidge, commemaorar-
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ing the 300ch anniversary of the founding of Bostomn,
The: memeenial dhioes Willsam Blacksmmne welotmung,
John Winthrop's pamy w Shawmur peninsula, as alle-
gorical Agures look on.

Cinesda Footlall Phgue, erected i 1925 by members
of the Oneida Foorball Clak, 1882-1865, Designed
by I Howland Jones; bas relief by Joseph Coletn.

Frog Pand, curbed 1826, Sole survivas of three poads
on the Common, the Frog Pond was the scene in
1848 of an exeravagant “Water Celebruton™ naugu-
sating the coy's publs water system.

Soldiers and Sailars Momement TETT, g Clivil War
memarial by Martin Milmore. The bas reliefs ae the
base of the monument present poreraits of many Bos-
romians prominent in the Civel War perniod. The man-
ument crorans Flagseadf (Formerly Posvder Heouse)
Hill, sive of a British redoubr during cthe Revolution,
From coloral o mesdern comes this has been a favors
e sbedding hill for childsen.

Cireat Elm Sire According ro cradicion, this giant elm
was already of pood szme in the sevenreenth century
and vsed for hamgings. 15 destrucrion im a s10m in
1874 cocasoned widespread maourning,

Cilever Wendell Holoess Patls The Holoses Path, oo
Long Pach, was named for the “Aurcorar of the Break-
fast Tahle,” whoss rale of wooing and winning the
schoalmistress made the Long Parh fanseus.

Cauild Seeps 1917, in honor of Curris Guild [1860-
1915], three times governor of Masachusets, amd
ambassadoer o Russia. The decorative inon railing
was restosed in 187E,

Shaw Memaomial 18975 bronze relef by Augusius 5t
Gaundens, granite frame and reerace by Charles E
Mickim, Berween mwo mapesie elms, “the Anest waork
of art b0 come out of the Civil Whae™ faces Besoon
Surect and Charles Bulfinch’s 1798 Szare House. The
soulprure immarmalizes Colonel Roberr Gould Shaw
and the voluneeers of the 34th Begimvent of Massa-
chuserts Infantry, the first free black regiment in the
Unem A Shaw and 32 of luis men were killed
leading the assawlt on For Wagner, 5.C., en July 15,
1A, Restored by the Friends of che Public Ganden
and Comesen, 1884,

Libermy Mall, 1226, Onginally the Park Streec Mall,
this walk was renamed Libersy 3Mall on Oetober 27,
1917, in banoe of "0ur Seldiers and Satloes i the
Lirear War.”
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