To those who made Boston what it is…

In 1643, a mere thirteen years after the founding of Boston, several citizens were granted the right to build a privately funded dam along what is today Causeway Street.  After it was completed, Boston had a direct route between the North and West Ends and the businesspeople, who installed tidal-powered grist and saw mills in the dam, made a tidy profit.  The financial success enjoyed by the Mill Pond Dam Corporation did not go unnoticed by other would-be entrepreneurs, who financed their own tidal dams in places such as the Back Bay.

In his Topographical History, Walter Whitehill noted how in 1673, when the town refused to fund a wharf that was deemed necessary for Boston’s defense, it took only a week for seven citizens to raise the money to fund the project themselves.  But security was not their driving concern.  Inside the 2000-foot breakwater, (which ran somewhere along the alignment of today’s Atlantic Avenue,) they sold the rights to other merchants to build warehouses, wharves, and homes.

Less than thirty years later, in 1710, another consortium funded and built the spectacular Long Wharf, a dock which thrust itself from the end of King (now Court) Street over one thousand feet into the harbor.  Packed with shops and warehouses it became the nexus for trade in Boston and New England for decades.  One hundred years after that, the area had fallen into disrepair, and another developer, Uriah Cotting, rebuilt the area around Long Wharf with new streets, docks, and wharves.  These privately funded amenities would for years help the city at large maintain its position as a major North American seaport, and make for Mr. Cotting and his associates great sums of money.  When Cotting later sought backers for the construction of a new dam across the “Great Bay” west of the Public Garden (also known as the Back Bay and later, in the mid-1800s, filled in) Whitehill noted, with some amusement, how “the scramble was so great that one determined investor climbed into Cotting’s office through a window!”

In 1785, just four years after the British surrender at Yorktown, a consortium of newly-minted Americans funded construction of Boston’s first bridge across the Charles, a 1500-foot wooden span to Cambridge.  Here was a fantastic example of how a profit-making venture (tolls were charged on this and other bridges to South Boston and Charlestown), would, as Whitehill explained, “radically change[d] the pattern of life in Boston.”  Freed from reliance upon inefficient and unreliable ferries - not to mention British control - Boston’s growth exploded.

All around Boston entrepreneurs were finding opportunity in altering and developing the landscape.  Nothing was safe, not even the large hill that dominated the skyline.  Known as the “Trimountain” because of its three peaks (that’s where we get the name for Tremont Street, by the way,) developers saw it as a convenient source of dirt with which to expand the shoreline of the crowded isthmus.  One by one, Mt. Vernon (in 1795), Beacon (1810), and Cotton Hill (1832) were leveled off and carried away to, respectively, extend Charles Street, fill in the Mill Pond, and create new land north of Causeway Street.  The townsfolk, desperate for room, gobbled up the resulting property and investors in all three projects made money.

In Boston we have memorials to generals, poets, scientists, even a basketball coach.  Where is the tribute to the entrepreneurs who took it upon themselves to tear down mountains, fill in the waterways as well as build bridges, streets, wharfs and other public amenities and through their hard work made this city one of the economic powerhouses of the New World?  Here’s a suggestion.  Above the Big Dig tunnels, between Quincy Market to Rowes Wharf, near the waterfront and the financial district, we have the appropriate spot to incorporate some tribute to the risk-takers and visionaries who provided Boston with its very first stimulus package.
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