The North End on the mend
A few Saturdays ago, with surprisingly little fanfare for a project that has reveled in every small accomplishment, a Big Dig crane lifted a concrete barrier and restored that portion of Hanover Street lost when the original, elevated central artery was first constructed in the early 1950s.  It seems strange, after all that the North End has suffered at the hands of the Big Dig, after all the battles for noise barriers and other construction mitigation the residents of this tight-knit community battled for, that some kind of ribbon cutting ceremony wasn’t arranged to celebrate this truly momentous occasion.

After all, restoring the links between the North End and Waterfront with downtown Boston was one of the key promises made by then State Transportation Secretary Fred Salvucci when he first began evangelizing his dream of depressing of the central artery in the 1970s.  Back then, though, you couldn’t blame the North Enders for being suspicious, even of a nice, earnest young man named Salvucci.  Less than two decades earlier a large portion of their neighborhood had been wiped off the face of the earth to make way for the highway.  Why?  Because the all-knowing planners had said that without the artery - specifically been designed to give drivers from the suburbs easy access to the downtown and its struggling businesses - then Boston, which had fallen into disrepair and blight after years of neglect, incompetence (and a healthy dose of malfeasance,) would slip into permanent blight.
But to give Boston this fighting chance meant that large sections of the North End would be demolished and a number of its streets re-aligned or simply cut in two by the highway.  No street was more dramatically affected than one of the city’s first, Hanover Street, which ran all the way from Boston Harbor at Atlantic Avenue to the base of Beacon Hill at Court Street in Scollay Square.
Along Hanover Street lay the history of a neighborhood, a city, and a nation.  During the 17th century Hanover Street was home to Cotton Mather, a prominent Bostonian who was also leader of the Puritan Church.  During the Revolutionary War lived patriot Joseph Warren, from whose home the word was sent to the sexton of the Old North Church on how to light the lanterns for Paul Revere.  Mather and Warren gave way in the 1800s to Irish immigrants who jammed the North End’s three and four story apartment buildings, as they eked out an existence in a hostile city.  Boston was no more hospitable to the wave of Jews from central and Eastern Europe who followed the Irish into the North End, or to the Italians who followed the Jews.  Yet each embraced their new home, and made Hanover Street a focal point of their lives.
Then came the destruction wrought by the original central artery and cutting off of upper Hanover Street in 1951.  Ten years later, the redevelopment of Scollay Square into Boston’s Government Center – another project intended to help rejuvenate the ailing city – obliterated Hanover Street between Congress Street and Beacon Hill, leaving just a small portion between the elevated artery and Congress Street.  And that’s how Hanover Street remained, cut in two, until that Saturday morning a few weeks ago.
There have been enough invitation-only ceremonies held beneath the city inside the Big Dig’s tunnels.  Too often the podiums have been jammed with people who have never felt the rumble of heavy equipment or watched dust fall from their ceilings or lost a minute’s sleep from a late-night jackhammer.  Here now is a chance for an opening ceremony - above ground and for all to see and partake - that would feature not the movers and the shakers, but those whose homes and businesses have been moved and shaken during 14 years of Big Dig construction: the people of the North End.
And here’s another suggestion for the reigning powers-that-be: when looking around for someone to cut the ribbon across Hanover Street, why not invite that nice young man whose foresight and perseverance got the Big Dig on the state’s agenda, a project which has, among other accomplishments, restored Hanover Street and the North End’s connection to the city, and surely made believers out of much of that beleaguered neighborhood.  Fred Salvucci, here are your scissors.
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