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Town commons play a significant and central role
in the history and contemporary life of
communities across Massachusetts. Yet they are
threatened by overuse, dying trees, overhead
utilities, widened roads, and inadequate
maintenance.
WCA led a team of ten professionals to evaluate
26 town commons and city parks. Through site
reconnaissance, historic research, and public
forums, preservation priorities began to emerge.
The communities subsequently used this
information to articulate preservation plans for
their commons.

A sense of place. Due to their central location and generally
open design, town commons are a favorite location for cultural,
spiritual and political events. A community’s identity and historic
place in time are embodied in the common.

WCA then compiled the observations and research
in a comprehensive citizen guidebook, Common
Wealth, which summarizes the history of town
commons in Massachusetts, identifies the key
threats to them, and outlines a process by which
communities can establish a preservation and
maintenance master plan.

Contemporary challenges undermine the
common’s integrity. Incremental fragmentation,
compacted soils, intensive and inappropriate uses,
loss of knowledgeable care-taking, lack of overall
design and changes in the surrounding physical
and political context threaten the health and vitality
of the common.

Historic research reveals a common’s significance. Town commons
evolved in a number of ways. Discovering the unique history of each common—
meetinghouse lot, militia training ground, common agricultural land, cemetery
or roadway—will provide guidelines for a preservation plan.

Site visits with town personnel provided key insights.
WCA’s consulting team met on-site to hear local concerns and
assess current conditions at 26 town commons and parks.
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Public involvement is key. Lively community forums,
facilitated by the team, generated a good understanding of the
issues facing each common. Participants then “voted” their
priority concerns and visions for the common. Broad-based
participation lays the groundwork for public support of future
improvements.

Citizen guidebook makes the process available to
all communities. The guidebook, Common Wealth,
outlines the many steps toward creating a preservation
plan—site reconnaissance, historic and archaeological
research, public involvement, evaluation and
prioritization of issues. The appendix provides specific
technical information, organizational references, and an
extensive bibliography. Clearly written and amply
illustrated, the guidebook is at once comprehensive and
engaging.

