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ABERJONA RIVER: A History of its Use, Abuse, and Restoration
PARTS 5-81
By Ellen Knight2
PART 5: THE PARK COMMITTEE BEGINS TO TRANSFORM THE RIVER
During the late 1800s, while Winchester was bedeviled with a river pollution problem, the park
movement began. In Boston, landscape gardener Robert Morris Copeland developed ideas for a
park system, publishing a grand plan in 1872. Boston then created a park committee, involved
the services of such landscape architects as Charles Eliot and Frederick Law Olmsted, and
developed a scheme for a park system, the end product being the Emerald Necklace.
The park movement came to Winchester in the 1890s and spurred a river improvement program
that continued in stages for a half century.
The first park created was Manchester Field, not the current school field but a park/playground
located between the railroad and the river, which then passed under the Walnut Street
(Waterfield Road) bridge and curved east (over the site of the current field) before winding south
to the Mystic Lakes.
Spearheading the park movement was a young lawyer, Forrest C.
Manchester, who moved to a home on Main Street overlooking the
river in the 1880s. His vision was shared by others, such as Edwin Ginn,
David N. Skillings, and Louis Goddu, the last two of whom served with
Manchester as Winchester’s first park commissioners.

Forrest Manchester

Because the installation of the Mystic Valley Sewer had lessened but
not ended river pollution, Manchester and his colleagues promoted a
plan by which the land along the river banks between Bacon and
Walnut streets, about 20 acres, would be bought, cleared, cleaned,
and turned into park land, thus eliminating the sources of pollution.

THE SITE
In a brief prepared for the Boston water board and city engineer, Manchester described the state
of this site. Of a one-acre tract above Bacon Street (now Ginn Field), he wrote, “part of it is a
pool, excepting in very dry weather, and the greater portion of it a marsh or swamp, covered
with water in the wet season that becomes stagnant as the season advances, making a home for
frogs, turtles, and vermin, and producing a growth of flags, rushes, etc.”
At the northeast end of the tract “is another swamp of six acres, filled with decaying vegetable

matter and vermin; the water over this whole path becomes stagnant and slimy during the hot
months, different kinds of foul scum formed by the action of the sun and heat, covers the
water....This is a malarial swamp in every detail and is a standing menace to the health of the
community.”
Between the railroad and river was a tannery, coal yard, lumber yard, livery stable, and the
railroad freight yard. Within a few feet of the banks of the river were nine tenement houses,
accommodating about 150 people, as well as pig-pens and outhouses. The tenements were so
low that the cellars were below high water mark and the sewage could not get into the
Metropolitan sewer.
LEGISLATION
Because water from the lake was still being used by Boston, Winchester could not tackle the
project on its own. In 1892 Town Meeting passed a resolution to request Boston to apply to the
next Legislature for a special act authorizing it to take that portion of the river and land on either
side “to abate all nuisances there existing and to purify and to preserve the purity of said river.”
Negotiations then opened to secure a park for the town, protection to the Mystic water supply
to Boston, and a beautiful approach to the Middlesex Fells for the Metropolitan Park Commission
(MPC). In 1893, a Special Town Meeting authorized the election of the first Park Commissioners
in Winchester.
Property owners were reportedly agreeable to the plan. The act passed, authorizing the MPC to
do the takings. The MPC contributed $120,000 for the construction of the parkway from High
Street in Medford to Bacon Street in Winchester and for buying the land on the easterly side of
the river between Bacon Street and Walnut Street.
As for the land on the west side, Ginn purchased six acres above Bacon Street and presented it
as a gift to the MPC. Others donated land at the site of the current school field. Boston and
Winchester paid for the rest, contributing $65,000 and $50,000 respectively.
Some townspeople opposed Winchester’s appropriation, arguing that it was driving industry out
of town and throwing men out of work. But, although Town Meeting at first defeated
Winchester’s appropriation, the article was reconsidered and passed in 1894.
Boston’s appropriation was not voted until 1895. Because the option on the tannery was about
to expire and the price rise before the vote, Ginn stepped in and bought the land, holding it until
the Boston money was available.
The parkway opened in 1897 (with the extension above Walnut Street opening two years later).
The field was not completed until 1902, having been delayed by the railroad’s difficulty finding a
new site for its freight yard. After considering a site at Mill Pond, it moved to Swanton Street.

The MPC turned the management of the field,
which had play fields, running track, and a
band stand, over to the town in 1905. A
memorial to Manchester, who died in 1899
before the project’s completion, was erected
in 1931. The field remained situated next to
the railroad with the river winding around it
to the east until 1946. Ginn Field was not laid
out as a playground until 1938.
CHANGES
Creating Manchester Field required filling and regrading the ground, as well as altering the
waterways. An 1889 map shows the river in two channels just below the bridge and then
separating again into two channels east of the lumber and coal yards. According to an 1872 map,
the eastern channel at the bridge and the western channel by the lumber yard were not natural
but had been dug, the latter by the railroad.
When the parkway was built, the railroad channel was retained while the natural river course
which curved around the base of the hill where the McCall School now stands was filled in.
According to historian Henry Chapman, during the building of the parkway the river was dredged
and the channel made straighter and deeper and moved somewhat eastward.
A spring located near the river just below the Walnut Street bridge, which Arthur Whitney wrote
in 1914 was 10 or 12 feet in diameter and “originally supplied the tannery with clear, sweet water
of even temperature, large quantities of which were used in the business” was at first left at the
field and used for drinking water. In 1910 it was analyzed, found unfit for use, and filled in by the
MPC. A pipe was then extended to the field for a drinking fountain and for sprinkling.
The river work was not finished. After the land was purchased, a balance of $4,530.75 was left of
the Boston money. “It was expected,“ the Park Commissioners wrote in 1897, “that the balance
would be used to improve the river bed and banks, but the passage of the Metropolitan Water
Supply Act [abandoning the Mystic as a water source] put a stop to all work here of improving or
extending the water supply.”
A 1911 report revealed that Ginn Field was left largely in its natural state with a shallow pool at
the south end of the river bed and growths of grass and weeds catching debris, the river channel
at Manchester Field was shallow because of material washing into the stream, and the original
river channel at the Walnut Street bridge was full of refuse and rubbish. Along the shore were
many dead eels, and the river was covered with scum at several points.
Many street drains emptied into the river. Above Mystic Avenue there were still islands in the
stream. The channels around them were almost filled with accumulations of street washings.

Although the southern end of the Aberjona had undergone a tremendous improvement, the
transformation was not complete. To a large extent the reason was that nothing had changed
upstream, and what plagued the water upstream was carried down.
PART 6: THE RIVER IS RECHANNELED THROUGH THE TOWN CENTER
“The Town Hall stands on the margin of the Mill Pond, and if the objectionable features in the
surroundings were removed, the picture formed by the reflection in the water would be
recognized as one peculiar to the town,” landscape architect Herbert Kellaway wrote in 1911.
And so it is. Town Hall reflected in the pond is one of the
most photographed views of Winchester, along with other
views of Mill Pond. But the pond with the river cascading
down the curved stepped dam was not always so
picturesque. Prior to the 1910s, it was actually a
functioning mill pond with mills and their yards occupying
the surrounding area.
This was not the only mill pond the town had seen, for one was created by the Bacon dam to the
south and another by the Cutter dam on Horn Pond Brook, but it was the first and remains the
last.
But it has not remained unchanged, nor has the course of the river flowing into and out of it.
Formerly, the river left the pond in two parts, one being the mill raceway. Above the pond it
spread out into two broad but shallow ponds: Judkins Pond which stretched all the way up to
Nelson Street and, on the west side of the railroad, the Aberjona Pond which lay between the
two branches of the railroad almost all the way up to Swanton Street.
These two ponds, Kellaway reported, were not so
picturesque. The Aberjona Pond, located next to the Beggs
and Cobb tannery and partially filled with tannery waste,
was “an excellent breeding place for mosquitoes.” Both
ponds were used as dumping grounds.
Now the sites of the high school and its playing field, this
area was originally meadow and had been flooded ever
since Edward Converse put the first dam across the river in
the 1640s.

Ash dump at the upper end
of Judkins Pond, 1922

Kellaway recognized that “the needed amelioration of the nuisances” above Mill Pond depended
on “the treatment of the portion between Walnut Street [Waterfield Road] and Mt. Vernon
Street.”
Thus it was that he at first recommended eliminating the dam at Main Street in order to drain

both these areas. Though acknowledging the “great detriment to the beauty of the town” to lose
the Mill Pond, he wrote that it would be wise to remove the dam “that the waters now covering
the large areas find their natural water course in a brook, as it was originally, and that the land
be allowed to dry out, harden, and be used as a public open space.”
He also noted that if the dam were maintained, it would be very expensive to excavate and fill
the upper ponds. Without the dam, he also envisioned enhanced recreational use of the river.
“This pond will then become the head of navigation for boats and canoes in summer. It will be
possible to skate in winter from this pond to the dam in Upper Mystic Lake.
Asked originally to recommend improvements for the sanitary conditions and appearance of the
river, Kellaway also incorporated open-space and recreational elements into his plan. Further, he
also viewed the river as a means of linking parts of the town from the Mystic Lakes through to
Woburn. He even proposed an extension of the parkway that would pass by the west side of the
river at Mill Pond, turn, cross the railroad and go alongside Wedge Pond and Horn Pond Brook
up to Woburn.
Following the model set by Manchester Field, Kellaway recommended surrounding the river with
park land. In addition to beautifying the area around Mill Pond, he suggested that a park be
created at the Judkins site.
In the town center, Kellaway recommended that a new, single channel be made between Walnut
Street (Waterfield Road) and Main Street and that new bridges be built at Main and Mount
Vernon streets. To retain most of the Mill Pond, he recommended lowering the pond to conform
to the stream to the south.
While many of Kellaway’s recommendations were
carried out, the full original plan was not. The plan
shown when Town Meeting voted an
appropriation in 1914 did get rid of the old dam but
also showed a new one. It also included a wider
Main Street, the Converse and Waterfield bridges,
and a new, single channel for the river. The project
left the ponds north of the town center basically
unaltered.
As with the creation of Manchester Field, the land first had to be purchased and cleared. During
1914 and 1915, the work was substantially completed.3
As usual, economy played its part in the project. For example, the raceway, which had been used
as a general catchall for rubbish by townspeople, was mostly filled by dumping the town ashes
into the raceway. Also, because the appropriation was not sufficient to improve the pond itself,
Mill Pond was not dredged and improved for many years. The Mount Vernon Street bridge was
not altered until widened for flood mitigation in 2017.

JUDKINS POND
In 1928, when Kellaway wrote recommendations
for improving the river upstream of Mill Pond, he
reported that conditions around the Judkins and
Aberjona ponds had not improved. The Waterways
Committee in 1931 described the water at Judkins
as having “about the consistency and appearance of
black bean soup.”
Kellaway recommended that Judkins be excavated
and the surrounding area be made into a park, with
lawns, walks, and a play field. As in 1911, he viewed
the Aberjona Pond site as unsuitable for park land
and suggested that it be drained, that a new
masonry channel be created for the river, and the
area be used for a factory or freight yard.

1922 view of the swampy, contaminated
river north of the center

In the early 1930s, the upper end of Judkins Pond was filled in, and a new field was created.
Railroad Avenue, renamed Shore Road, was extended to go along the west and north edges of
the pond and field.
Kellaway had predicted in 1911 that, without removing the dam and draining the area, filling
deposited on the soft mud there would probably sink and require refilling. And such proved to
be the case. Shore Road Field, according to Bruce Winchester Stone, “retained all the charm and
usefulness of a peat bog.” Football games annually ruined the field, and the eventual solution
was to enlarge Manchester Field and move the games there in the 1940s.
Judkins Pond was further shrunk and the park enlarged when Skillings Road was created in the
1950s and set a new northern boundary for the pond. During the years following, the area north
of the road was compacted and reinforced as a playing field.
As for the Aberjona Pond, the town first cleaned it out. In 1932, 700 feet of new channel below
Swanton Street were dug, and over 20,000 square feet of swamp area were brought up to grade,
top-soiled, and seeded. Later, in 1939, the railroad freight yard was moved to the area, but by
that time it required less space and only occupied a one-acre site northeast of the pond.
The pond existed until 1968 when three parallel pipes were installed to carry the river water
underground before the high school was constructed on the site of the former Judkins Pond and
Shore Road Field during 1971 and 1972.
NORTH CHANNEL
Once the town made its river improvements around Main Street, connecting the new channel

with the already improved Manchester Field, many problems still remained along the entire
length of the river.
Industrial pollution and dumping continued. Deposits had to be cleaned out. Swamps north of
the town center were still breeding mosquitoes. In 1927, Town Meeting created a Waterways
Committee which again turned to Kellaway to recommend further improvements.
PART 7: THE SHAPE OF THE RIVER IS REDEFINED
In the fall of 1929 the Great Depression began. Despite fears that the tough financial times might
bring the town’s Aberjona River improvement plans to a halt, there was plenty of labor for hire,
and the improvement of the waterway that began in the 1890s was finally completed.
In 1928, landscape architect Herbert Kellaway reported that, notwithstanding improvements
made after his 1911 report, the river was “a dirty, unhealthy mess.” So, he made further
recommendations.
The responsibility for making improvements rested in part with the town and in part with the
state. From the lake north to Manchester Field the river was under the control of the
Metropolitan District Commission, but that was not the worst section. The length of river from
the town center to the Woburn line was.
For this section of the river Kellaway recommended filling in the swamps and excavating three
new ponds to act in their stead as expansion spaces in time of flood. Small dams were planned
to help maintain the water level.
For three years little happened, although the town did acquire some land and took steps to
improve Wedge Pond and Horn Pond Brook. Fearing that not much more would be done with
the river, philanthropist Lewis Parkhurst decided to buy a section of the river and improve it
according to the Kellaway plan himself.
In 1931 he purchased eight acres of swamp land
bordering the river from Swanton Street up to the
railroad tracks, east of the Puffer Manufacturing
Company (site of the transfer station).
“For years,” he wrote, “the stream had been
flowing through it in a zigzag course, changing this
way and that, until the whole area was permeated
with sewage and the debris from shops, mills, and
dwelling houses that had been dumped into the
stream—a home of snakes and turtles, every foot
of it a breeding place for mosquitoes.”

Parkhurst’s new channel

Not only motivated by the mess, he also saw this as an opportunity to help the unemployed. “I
was able,” he wrote, “by doing this job to keep several men at work for about four months when
it was very difficult to find employment.
The result was “a beautiful stream and pond bordered by solid land covered with green grass”
and a demonstration to the town that the work could be done.
In 1932, the town turned its attention to the river above and below the Parkhurst segment and
put 275 men to work filling swamps, rechanneling the river, and making parks. (For the Skillings
Road to Swanton Street section, see part 6).
The channel between the railroad and field was widened and straightened, and Leonard Pond
was formed. Over 300,000 square feet of swamp land was “reclaimed,” according to the Park
Commissioners. The gravel bank next to the field was also removed.
Also in 1932, the pond at Davidson Park was created. In
the Park Commissioners words, “some 280,000 square
feet of swamp area were reclaimed” and transformed
into a park.
Further, between this park and Washington Street, a
900-foot new channel was dug by hand and the old
channel filled. A new highway bridge was built in 1934.

Davidson Park

Other improvements were made, such as stone riprap along the channels at the Washington,
Cross, and Swanton street bridges.
“In place of swamp lands and mosquito-breeding marshes,” the Park Commissioners wrote in
1932, “there will be attractive self-draining park lands, with ponds that will be suitable for bathing
and canoeing in summer and skating in winter.”
The transformation was not quite all this, but it was a tremendous change. It was made all the
better by the construction of a new sewer in Woburn and pressure placed by the state Board of
Health upon Woburn tanneries to connect with the sewers and by the expansion of metropolitan
sewerage.
“One can now walk the entire length of the Aberjona in Winchester, over roads or excellent
footpaths, much of the way over land that only five years ago was an impassable morass,”
historian Henry Chapman wrote in 1936. “The water of the river, no longer contaminated by
refuse and constricted between clean and well-kept banks, is regaining its purity.”
MANCHESTER FIELD MOVED
After the 1930s, the search for a better football field led to the last major alteration in the course

of the Aberjona River, the moving and straightening of the channel between Waterfield Road and
Mystic Avenue.
Football was being played on the Shore Road Field, which was built on a filled-in swamp and
could not stand up to the wear and tear. Several solutions were suggested, including the one
town engineer Parker Holbrook proposed and Town Meeting endorsed, moving the river below
Waterfield Road next to the railroad, moving the parkway next to it, and rebuilding a larger
Manchester Field in its present location.

1946 photograph showing the river in its new channel
but the parkway in its original position

Despite some opposition from those who wished to keep the winding, country-village nature of
the river, the stream below Waterfield Bridge was moved and straightened.
Other work has been done on the river. It has been dredged and cleaned. New culverts and
bridges have been built, including those at Shore and Skillings roads built during the elevation of
the railroad in the 1950s. Some reconstruction of Mill Pond and Davidson Park occurred about
1970. Alterations have also been made to the brook and Wedge Pond and their connections with
the river.
Pollution problems returned and led to the 1970 formation of the Aberjona River Commission.
Contamination continues to be studied.
Flooding has continued and led to several studies, e.g., in 1958, 1963, 1967 (when the
improvements at Davidson Park were recommended), and 1999.
The town is now endeavoring to implement recommendations contained in the 1999 study. In so
doing, it has to work with what it has inherited from the past, conditions of the present, and
needs of the future.

PART 8: THE TOWN PLANS TO MITIGATE FLOODING
The Aberjona River as it runs through Winchester today is very much the result of river
improvements undertaken from the 1890s through 1940s. Those projects cleaned up an
unhealthy mess, solved a decades-long mosquito problem, produced a series of parks, and
improved the river’s overall attractiveness.
However, despite renewed enjoyment of the river, water problems have re-emerged. Major
floods hit Winchester in 1996 and 1998, damaging property and posing health hazards.
Townspeople asked for relief, and the result was a flood-mitigation plan based on
recommendations produced by Camp Dresser and McKee in 1999.
Concluding that during flood conditions “the flow in the Aberjona River exceeds the flow capacity
of the river, and water overtops its banks,” CDM looked for possible blockages or constrictions
that might impede the flow, and then recommended 16 modifications, each of which had led the
town to a revisit river features which, when new, was once before considered a problem-solver
and improvement. The plan was since revised to include only 10 projects.
CHANNEL MODIFICATIONS
Of the original five proposed modifications which suggested widening and deepening sections of
the river channel (none of which is the natural river bed), only one channel-widening project
remained, the channel just below the Waterfield Bridge.
In addition, at the high school field, where the river was channeled underground in tree culverts
in 1968 in order to create the field, a fourth culvert was added to help carry the water.
DAMS
Flooding at and above the town center has historically (since the 1640s) been tied to the dam at
Main Street. The current familiar, stepped Center Falls Dam was built during 1914 and 1915 to
replace an earlier dam that had been considered the foremost cause of flooding upstream. Not
only larger, it was also constructed with 30-inch valves on either side to allow pond water behind
the dam to be drained. For even greater capacity, these were recently replaced with a five-foot
butterfly valves.
One of the first projects accomplished was the removal of the small dam in the river below
Leonard Pond which lost its purpose when the pond was separated from the river in 1938.
BRIDGES
Since bridges that are too narrow can act as dams, five modifications involve increasing the flow
capacity of bridges, including the highway bridges at Mount Vernon, Swanton, and Cross streets
and Shore Road, plus the railroad bridge near the Muraco School.

The Mount Vernon Street and Shore Road bridges were each given an additional culvert. A bypass
culvert was added to the Cross Street bridge. It was decided to replace the Swanton Street bridge
entirely. The railroad bridge is the final project to be designed.
GRADUAL CHANGES
The river improvement program that began with the Mystic Valley Parkway took five decades,
repeated appropriations, citizen involvement, and professional planning. Not everything planned
was completed, but the healthiness and beauty of the town were greatly augmented.
At that time, pollution was the major issue, but flooding was also considered. However, no one
then could foresee and plan for Winchester at the end of the century. Development, the loss of
open space and water-storage areas, and the resulting increase in runoff altered conditions
around the river. Thus, river alterations were again planned. Again, community health and safety
have been the foremost considerations. Again, improvement has been gradual. As with the
program a century earlier, the full effect has had to await the whole being completed.
In both cases, the schedule was largely dictated by funding, the flood-mitigation program being
implemented piece by piece as funding, through state and federal sources as well as town
allocations, became available. In another respect, there is no comparison between past efforts
and the latest one. While history provides any number of examples of funding difficulties,
differences of opinion, and negotiations among different boards, agencies, cities and towns, it
provides no precedent for the complexity of the flood-mitigation project, including the amount
of local, state, and federal permitting and the number of studies, testing, analyses, meetings, and
reports required for environmental protection and for permitting.
Meanwhile, other town groups have also been
looking at the river and planning to include the river
into plans for improving economic vitality,
recreational infrastructure, and the historic
landscape.
Whatever transpires, even a cursory look at the
river’s history shows that it has played a key role in
the town’s commercial and residential development,
its health, recreation, and appeal. Future chapters in
the river history should see both solutions to the
river’s problems and enhancements of its assets.
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Mill Pond about 1945

The original 8 parts have been divided into two pdfs for posting on Winchester History Online.
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These articles © 2021 by the author are revision of a series of eight articles by Ellen Knight published in the Daily
Times Chronicle on Sept. 19, Oct. 10, Dec. 1, and Dec. 3, 2003. This article supersedes all previous articles.
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Details of the plan have been chronicled in the Herbert Kellaway issue of the Winchester Historical Society’s
“Architects of Winchester” series, available at the Society’s website.

