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Introduction

Boston’s story begins long before its familiar skyline rose along the edge of
Massachusetts Bay. Before the first European settlers stepped onto its hilly peninsula,
the land now known as Boston was home to the Massachusett people for thousands of
years. The Shawmut Peninsula, with its rich natural resources and strategic coastal
location, was a seasonal home and vital gathering place for fishing, farming, and trade
among indigenous peoples. European explorers and fishermen found their way to
these shores in the early 17th century, establishing a fragile foothold on a land already
filled with history and significance.

The arrival of English Puritans in 1630 marked a profound turning point in the course
of Boston's history. Guided by religious vision and the desire to build a new society,
these settlers named their community after Boston, Lincolnshire, a town important in
their old lives, and set about creating a city that would become a religious,
educational, and economic center of New England. Early Boston, shaped by Puritan
values and a relentless focus on community order, quickly grew into a hub of trade,
learning, and political discourse, laying the groundwork for a legacy that would
resonate across the continent.

Boston’s role as the cradle of American Revolution is woven deeply into the fabric of
the city. Here, the struggles against British imperial power took shape—in fiery
debates, daring acts of resistance like the Boston Tea Party, and the sacrifices made
on battlefields nearby. The city’s streets and meeting houses bore witness to the rising
determination for independence, and Boston became immortalized as the “birthplace
of the American Revolution.” The momentum of these events not only shaped the
course of a nation but also left enduring marks on Boston’s civic identity and sense of
purpose.

Yet, Boston’s story extends beyond revolution and rebellion. In the centuries that
followed, the city underwent rapid transformation—expanding its borders through land
reclamation, spearheading industrial growth, and welcoming waves of immigrants
from across the world. Each group brought new traditions, ambitions, and challenges,
fundamentally altering the city’s cultural landscape. Boston was a center of
innovation, home to leading voices in education, social reform, medicine, and the arts,
consistently redefining itself to meet the demands of changing times.

The modern era brought fresh challenges and opportunities. Boston navigated the
trials of deindustrialization, urban decline, and renewal through both adversity and
creativity. The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have seen a remarkable
reinvention: the city emerging as a global leader in higher education, medicine, and
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technology, while wrestling with issues of growth, diversity, and urban identity.

"A History of Boston" seeks to tell the full story of this unique American city—from its
earliest days as native land and Puritan outpost, through times of upheaval,
innovation, and renewal, and into its vibrant present. Each chapter explores the
people, places, and pivotal moments that have shaped Boston, revealing a city
defined by resilience, reinvention, and an unbreakable sense of community.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Boston: Indigenous
Peoples and Early Encounters

Long before any European set foot on the narrow strip of land that would become
Boston, the Shawmut Peninsula rose from the waters of Massachusetts Bay, a place of
significance and sustenance for the indigenous peoples of the region. This hilly terrain,
connected to the mainland by a thin neck of land, was known to the Massachusett
tribe as "Mushauwomuk," a name often translated as "the boat landing place" or
"where there is going by boat," highlighting its role as a vital connection point by
water. For thousands of years, the Massachusett and their ancestors thrived in this
coastal environment, their lives intimately connected to the rhythms of the seasons
and the bounty of the land and sea.

The Shawmut Peninsula and the surrounding areas were part of the larger territory
controlled by the Massachusett, a confederation of Algonquian-speaking bands whose
dominion stretched from the coast inland towards the Blue Hills. These were not
nomadic peoples wandering aimlessly; they were semi-sedentary, moving strategically
throughout the year to take advantage of different resources. In the warmer months,
they would often reside closer to the coast and waterways, utilizing the rich marine life
and cultivating crops. The land around what would become Boston was particularly
fertile, with early European accounts describing vast planting fields.

Archaeological evidence points to a long history of indigenous presence on the
Shawmut Peninsula, with remnants of fishing weirs found near present-day Boylston
Street dating back thousands of years. These weirs, essentially man-made traps, were
used to capture fish during their seasonal runs, a testament to the ingenuity and deep
understanding of the local ecosystem possessed by the Massachusett. The abundant
fish and shellfish from the harbor and rivers, along with game from the forests and
cultivated crops like maize, beans, and squash, provided a diverse and reliable food
source.

Life for the Massachusett was structured around their communities and led by
Sac'hems, leaders who held authority over specific territories. These Sac'hems
received tribute from those who lived within or wished to use their lands, a system
that reflected a worldview vastly different from the European concept of individual
land ownership. The Massachusett had a complex social structure, with women playing
significant roles, including owning and tending the planting fields and building the
tribal homes. Men were responsible for hunting, fishing, and protecting the
community.
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The arrival of Europeans on the shores of New England marked a dramatic and
ultimately devastating turning point for the indigenous populations. While the Puritan
arrival in 1630 is a key date in Boston's written history, European fishing vessels and
traders had been present in the waters off the coast for decades prior. These early
encounters, while sometimes involving trade, also brought unforeseen and
catastrophic consequences.

European ships carried diseases to which the native peoples had no immunity. Without
centuries of exposure to ilinesses like smallpox and measles, the indigenous
populations were highly susceptible. The period between 1616 and 1618 saw a
devastating epidemic, likely Hepatitis B, sweep through the region, killing a vast
percentage of the native inhabitants. Some estimates suggest that up to 90 percent of
the indigenous population in the Massachusetts Bay area may have perished in these
early epidemics, a calamitous event that dramatically altered the social and political
landscape before large-scale European settlement even began. The loss of so many
people weakened tribal structures, disrupted trade networks, and reduced their ability
to defend against encroachment by other tribes or the increasing European presence.

Against this backdrop of profound change and loss, the first known European to take
up solitary residence on the Shawmut Peninsula was William Blaxton. An Anglican
priest, Blaxton arrived in the area around 1623 as part of a failed English colonization
attempt at Wessagusset, near modern Weymouth. When that venture collapsed by
1625 and the other settlers returned to England, Blaxton chose to remain in New
England.

Seeking a life of solitude, he ventured north and settled on the Shawmut Peninsula
sometime in 1625. Blaxton made his home near the base of what is now Beacon Hill,
cultivating a small plot of land. Interestingly, he is credited with planting the first apple
seeds in the colonies, nurturing an orchard on the peninsula. He lived there alone for
several years, the sole European inhabitant of the future site of Boston.

While living in isolation, Blaxton was not entirely cut off from human contact. He
reportedly traded with his seasonal Massachusett neighbors, who continued to utilize
the peninsula. His presence, though solitary, represented an early, albeit small,
European toehold on land that had been exclusively indigenous territory for millennia.

Meanwhile, other English efforts were underway in the broader region. The Plymouth
Colony, established by the Pilgrims in 1620 to the south, represented the first
permanent English settlement in New England. While Plymouth itself was not on the
Shawmut Peninsula, offshoots and smaller settlements were beginning to appear in
the areas surrounding what would become Boston. These early ventures were often
driven by fishing and trading interests, gradually increasing the European presence
and interaction with the native inhabitants.
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The land that would become Boston, therefore, had a rich and complex history long
before the arrival of the Puritans in 1630. It was a land shaped by the Massachusett
people, who lived in harmony with its natural cycles for generations, and a land
already marked by the early, disruptive encounters with European fishermen and the
devastating impact of introduced diseases. William Blaxton's solitary life on the

peninsula in the years leading up to 1630 serves as a unique prelude to the dramatic
changes that were about to unfold.
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