The Back Bay:
Winning the Battle, Losing the Water

The Charlesgate

Parking lot with extra drain, showing massive water
damage to asphalt.

Traveling west on Beacon Street, just crossing M assachusetts Avenue, one will find
that suddenly the street isnot quite aswell drained. Water poolsat corners of

P intersections, blocking pedestrians from crossing. The guttersfill up almost to the
i height of the sidewalk. The next day thewater isstill thereand it doesnot look like
2 it ismoving one bit. Thisisthe Back Bay Fens of today. It isan area of Boston

filled with beautiful residences, nicerestaurants, a few fraternities, and yet upon
closer inspection, an area that seemsto always be at odds with the water in and
around it. Evidencein and around the Back Bay provide information about its
present, past, and future conflicts with water.

Further down Beacon Street, there comes an abrupt end when the street meetsup
with the Fensitself. Thisis probably the most important piece of the puzzle, the
Charlesgate. At that point, all of thewater from therest of the Fens meetsthe
CharlesRiver. It can provide beautiful and refreshing contrast to the scenery of
the city when properly maintained. Of courseg, it has not been properly maintained
and iscurrently in the process of being dredged up. So it provides more of a dirty
construction sitefeel to the area. Even without the current dredging, it failsto add
much to thearea asthe small park area around it isfilled with bizarrelooking
benchesthat have not been sat on in years, and street lampsthat have not been lit
in just aslong. Much of the storm sewer runoff also merges near this point.
Because of this, when the Fensisparticularly full, or there hasbeen alarge
amount of rain or snow melt, the storm sewersdo not empty out and, in extreme
cases, the Fens can backup into the storm sewer. Thus, the Charlesgate region of
the Fens setsthe stage for the entire Back Bay, and doesit poorly.

The problem of drainageisfelt throughout the Back Bay. Because much of the
areaissloped toward the Charles, siteson the north end of the Back Bay receive
far morewater after storms. The parking lot shown providesa good example of
this. It lieson the far north end of the Back Bay and thusreceives a
disproportionate amount of runoff. So much more water flowsthere than was
expected by the buildersthat they had to put in a second drain at the low point of
thelot. Thisparticular lot also shows evidence of damage to the asphalt dueto
water. When drainage isinsufficient, water pools around the drains. Some of it
getsinto the asphalt, then freezes, cracking the surface of thelot. The processthen
repeatsover time, making crackslarger and potholes deeper. The buildersin this
case forgot to take into account not just theamount of rain that will fall on this
area, but thewater that naturally flowsto the area aswell. Similar situationsare
seen throughout the Back Bay, contributing to the decline of the street and alley
surfaces of the area. In the case shown at left, the drainage was properly planned
for when the building wasfirst constructed, but when the storm sewer system
changed yearslater, it was plugged and never replaced. Theresult isalow-lying
areain an alley that fillsto about 6-inches of water whenever it rains. An example
of the fact that even good planning in the past cannot make up for poor planningin
the present.

The problemsin the area are not confined to drainage nuisances though. Because
thewater level in the ground fluctuatesto high levelson a consistent basis, the soil
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Covered up drain. Water now just pools.

on which everything isbuilt tendsto settle over time. Walking through the Back
Bay, one will notice many casesin which the bricks of a sidewalk have sunk below
thelevel of the cement nearby. Asharmless assinking sidewalks are, it can present
far worse problemswhen an area beneath a building settles unevenly. In the
relatively rare cases of thisthat arevisible, cracks develop on the sides of buildings
and their structural stability is sometimes brought into question.

All of the problems and annoyances found in the Back Bay ar e the consequence of
what seemsto be the current prevailing strategy for development in the area; to
confine, control, and otherwise block the natural flow of water in theregion. More
specifically, themajor problem liesin the fact that each successive failure has been
solved by adding ancther layer of control onto the system. Eventually with such a
strategy, there are so many layer s of problems, solutions, and solutionsto
solutions, that it becomesimpossible to identify thetrue cause of a problem and
thereby impossible to implement a working fix. And yet, fixes continue to be added
onto the pile. Thereason for thisisthat any timethereisa problem, in the Back
Bay or anywhere elsefor that matter, complaints go to recently elected public
officialswho do not know the history of the problems and just propose a new fix
(which in many casesis not so new after all). Totruly get afed for wherethe
inadequacies of the Back Bay come from, one must look to the past.

For thousands of years, the Back Bay was, as the name would imply, a bay. Water
traveled freely over the land that later became M assachusetts. Unopposed and
uncontained, the water cut pathsthrough theland, letting water flow from the
inland to the sea. Two creeks flowed from the north-west, bringing in water from
snow and rain. Thetwo creeks merged at one point and created a delta that put
forth their collective water into a larger body that connected to the ocean. The
peninsula on thislarger body of water became Boston, and was soon ruled too
small by the city. On the area where that delta emptied out, now called the Back
Bay, large dams wer e placed, criss-crossing the water in a large squashed “ X”
pattern to control thetides and use them for mill power. Before long though, the
water refused to do morework; the tides wer e stopped. Because of the seeming
lack of power in the water and because of the greater need for residential land at
thetime, the city of Boston decided tofill thelarge bay. The plan was simple; the
city needed land, the bay wasfilled with water, therefor e the city would fill the bay
with land.

At first, thefilling of the Back Bay seemed like it wasnot goingto bea very
complicated task. The city had already filled a few other, slightly smaller places,
likethe old Mill Pond. With the recent advent of therailroad, huge amounts of dirt
were ableto betransported and, with the help of the newly invented steam shovel,
deposited on the site quickly. What they failed to take into account though wasthe
natural history of the area. At thetime, city plannerssaw all bodies of water as
equals. They must have seen that there had been tides and major flow differences
in thisparticular area, but most likely figured that enough dirt would solve any
problems of this sort. Previously completed filling projects had never involved an
areathat naturally had water running intoit. All of the other filling projects had
been baysthat were nothing morethan a small dent in the peninsula. The city
filled for almost 40 years (1), but about 10 yearsinto the project, the problems
began. Homesthat had already been built on thefilled land wer e having problems
with flooding. Those creeksthat used to flow into the area had not taken kindly to
thefilling of the bay. Original plansfor the project, as seen on mapsfrom the
period, show no considerations for the flow of the water downstream. The two
creeks, now small riversby the names of Muddy River and Stony Brook, now also
carried with them the waste from towns upstream. Boston planners began
producing ideasto control theincoming flow of water. Plans from the time show
large basinsthat wereto hold extra water when needed and direct it into the
Charles. Themost popular plan looked similar to an enor mous swimming pool
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spilling over into theriver.

Luckily, Frederick Law Olmstead came up with afar more original and innovative
plan. In hisapproach, the water was not forced, it wasworked with. He would
create mar shes and pondsthat the water could flow through, and an outlet at the
end (the Charlesgate) that would empty into theriver. Olmstead saw the water asa
tool that could be worked with to shape a more livable city while at the sametime
creating a beautiful environment. Hisvision of the area became the Fensin 1895
(3). The Fenswas able to do everything needed of it, and more. It took in the water
from Muddy River and Stony Brook, along with runoff from the sewer system of
the area.

The project was a success, for atime. Theland that was produced was well used
and populated very quickly. In maps and sketches showing theland during the
filling, houses can be seen being built right as each new plot of land isfilled in. The
Back Bay became a triumph of 19th century urban planning. It was an amazingly
well done process; the only problem was the water. Asthe population of Boston,
the Back Bay, and the surrounding towns grew, the amount of excess water and
wastetrying to makeits way down through the Fens grew as well. Soon it was too
much and there was flooding again. Over the years since, there have been many
small projectsto help correct for floods, but none have properly dealt with the
problem. The goal of each project has simply been to stop water, not actually useit.

Thecurrent plan isa project that was recently begun and holdstremendous
promisefor the future of thearea. The Muddy River Project (4) wascreated in
2002 to address problems with flooding and general lack of upkeep on theentire
Muddy River and Fens area. Dredging was done throughout 2002 and continues
into 2003. Signs can be seen along theriver showing maps of the project and
information about what the plannershavein storefor the area. One of the more
important parts of the project isthe Charlesgate dredging phase. In this phase of
the project, the entire area leading up to and within the Charlesgate is completely
renovated. The dredging processitself at the Charlesgateis currently underway
and can be seen working almost every day. Unlike previous plans which merely
widened the waterway or cleaned up garbage, the Muddy River Project plansto
improve every aspect of the urban environment. After the dredging and cleanup,
the old benches, walks, and lights will be removed and replaced with some actually
useful park areas. Next therewill be a2 year landscape maintenance period while
the project plannersfind out from the public what kind of amenitiesthey want
built. It isimpossibleto tell what sort of unforeseen effects this project may have
on the Back Bay area, but the forecast in general looks good. Already,
improvementsin drainage and a general lack of flooding can be observed in the
area. Thesiteisnot particularly pleasing to the eyes at the moment, but the
projected vision hasa great deal of potential for beauty and elegance; only time
will tell.

All of the problemsin the Back Bay have come from a failureto work alongside
nature. Very few urban planners have taken the natural tendencies of the Back
Bay into consider ation when planning changes. Those few that did, like Olmstead,
have made lasting impacts positive impacts on the area. The past has had many
poor planning attempts which have sent ripples of problemsinto the present, but
the future holds promise. Thereisa growing acknowledgement in urban design
that naturereally does matter. Architectural awards are going more often now to
designsthat view natureasatool and aresourcerather than an enemy to be
conquered. An interesting example of thiskind of thinking, in an area with some
similaritiesto the Back Bay, isthe Zhongshan Shipyard Park in Zhongshan City,
China. Kongjian Yu, the landscape ar chitect for the project, created an amazing
fusion of natural and man-made elementsin the park which ishaving a lasting
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Charlesgate Dredging Information Sign

impact on the city. If plannersworking on the Back Bay pay attention to forward
thinking conceptsin design like those seen in Zhongshan, there could be a beautiful
futurefor thearea. The Muddy River Project isa good start, but it will still be
tempting to repeat old mistakestried in the past. If the Back Bay isnot planned for
and maintained with a conscious effort to take nature, especially the for ce of water,
into account, then it isdoomed to succumb to the same problemstime and time

| again into the foreseeable future.
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