A last chance to make good with the West Enders

The recent decision by the City of Boston and the State of Massachusetts to build 125 units of housing in front of a refurbished Saltonstall Building on Cambridge Street seems to be a win-win situation for everyone.  Deadly asbestos will be removed from the 22 story building which will allow the state to recoup some badly needed office space, both the city and state will derive revenue from the planned mix of retail, residential, and small businesses, and the low-rise structures that will be built on the current plaza will restore, at least in appearance, the quaint look of the old West End neighborhood, a slice of which was destroyed to make way for the Saltonstall.

But not everybody wins.  As they have since the day forty years ago when bulldozers began turning their three, four, and five-story buildings of red brick into red dust, the former residents of the old West End find themselves standing on the outside of a development project in their old neighborhood.  These are people who remember all too well the pamphlets that assured them help would be available to find affordable housing.  Yet, even as the first buildings of their neighborhood were being razed in 1958, the grim reality was clear - a Diaspora that forced many of these low-income residents out of their comfortable apartments and into sub-standard living conditions around the Boston area.  (Sociologists Herbert Gans and Marc Fried each wrote best-selling books on the subject.)

However, while other Boston neighborhoods, such as the “New York Streets,” also fell to the same draconian style of urban renewal, the West End was unique in that opportunities later presented themselves for both the city and state to bring some measure of justice to the situation.  The first time was in the early 1960s, when the first high rise apartments of Charles River Park – which replaced the neighborhood – were opened.  Very few West Enders could afford the exorbitantly high rents of the new complex, but lacking today’s laws that mandate portions of publicly funded housing to lower-income families, they were literally left out in the cold.  For thirty years, traveling on Storrow Drive, West Enders would pass signs near Leverett Circle that declared “If you lived here, you’d be home now.”

“I did,” many would reply bitterly.

Then, in 1992, a glimmer of hope for returning home appeared when, after winning a protracted legal challenge by Charles River Park’s developer, Jerome Rappaport, the BRA was free to designate developers of a small parcel of land at the edge of what used to be the West End.  Former West Enders were not only promised first crack at the government-subsidized (and therefore lower-priced units), but space for a museum and their newspaper, The West Ender, as well.  However, shortly after the groundbreaking ceremony in 1994 the West Enders were informed that federal housing laws and a court order would require the lower priced units be sold to low income families, leaving only units that were priced out of the reach of most of the former residents.

The irony was not lost on members of the West End Housing Corporation, formed to look out for former West Ender’s interests.  After all, many members of the corporation were themselves low income in 1958 when their homes were taken.  Now they were shut out again, only this time for the opposite reason.  So they sued for reverse discrimination, but lost the case in 1998.  While some West Enders were able to buy units in the building, anger from others led to led to a bitter parting of the ways by some members of the Corporation.

So now what?  The Saltonstall renovation, which will include housing, would appear to be a last chance for the government to finally put its collective money where its mouth has been for over four decades.  That the destruction of the old West End neighborhood was an urban renewal disaster is not a notion with which many people would disagree.  The lessons learned from the West End debacle have helped drive policies of projects such as the Big Dig and the South Boston Seaport.  But when it comes time for redress for the West Enders, we always end up deferring.  We should defer no more and offer these people the opportunity to live in the lower-cost housing planned for the Saltonstall.  The time is running out for the aging few of what once was a vibrant community of thousands.  Surely we can afford the few West Enders who are left the dignity of returning home.

