Wachusett Reservoir
A Brief History

By Inga Milbauer

In response to the growing need for clean drinking water for the city of Boston and
surrounding towns, the Boston Water Board requested in 1893 that the mayor
approve the expenditure of 340,000 to investigate three potential options to meet
the water demand. In 1895, the decision was made to build a dam across the south
branch of the Nashua River in Clinton, Worcester County, MA. By flooding the
Nashua River Valley 4,000 acres of land, including parts of Clinton, West Boylston,
and Boylston, would become part of the reservoir.

Originally, the name of the reservoir which is now known as Wachusett Reservoir was to be
Nashua Reservoir. The reason for the change is unknown, but correspondence between the
Massachusetts Historical Society in Boston and Henry Walcott, a member of the Metropolitan
Water Board, has been preserved.! In one letter, it stated that Henry Nourse of South Lancaster,
had reviewed the different names used in the past for Nashua River and the surrounding area.

“The next dominant name in this neighborhood is Wachusett... If objections to the
name Nashaway seem weighty enough to prevent its retention I hope the name
Wachusett may be chosen for the reservoir.””?

Another letter mentions:

“I am glad that the Board of Metropolitan Water Commissioners are considering
the question of giving the name Wachusett to the large basin of water... The word
‘Wachusett’ is of Indian origin, and signifies near the hill or mountain. ‘Wadchu’
in the Indian languages means hill or mountain, and the affix ‘sett’ means near or
in the neighborhood of..."””

On 5 June 1895, the legislature passed The Metropolitan Water Act which created the Metropolitan
Water Board chartered with the construction of the reservoir and to operate all the existing and
planned infrastructure of the whole metropolitan system.* The project took eleven years, and two
more years for the reservoir to reach its full capacity in 1908.
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Sawyers Mills

The area known as Sawyers Mills in Boylston would be completely submerged. All the mill
buildings and tenements, the store and post office, the school, Sacred Heart Chapel, barns and
homes would be dismantled and taken away. On 9 April 1899, the bell at the Lancaster Mills textile
factory in Sawyers Mills rang for the last time. That day, the superintendent of the mill, James
Nelson Ball locked the front door for the last time.> The large cast iron lock is currently on display
in the Boylston Historical Museum.

The train tracks and Boylston Station were also dismantled and the Central Mass Railroad was
relocated. Rerouting it “north from Oakdale on the Worcester Nashua line towards Clinton and
then east just north and down-stream of the dam. The rerouting, which included the construction
of a 917 ft. viaduct high over the river and the digging of a 1,110 ft. tunnel, was ready for its first
train on June 2, 1903.”° The dam, still in construction at that time, was constricting the flow of the
water. After a period of heavy rain later that month, the abandoned track and Sawyers Mills village
were partially submerged.
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The process of taking the land to build the reservoir, and compensating the owners took several
years. By the end of 1900, the Metropolitan Water Board had secured settlements with 590
landowners, totaling 10,380 acres and $3,304,418. Most of this was located within the reservoir
area, but some land was needed in other parts of the state along various pipelines and aqueducts
and smaller reservoirs in the system.” In the article The Taking of Sawyer's Mills by Carrie
Crane, photographs and a map present a brief depiction of six of those properties that were once
located in the Sawyers Mills area.

THE PERSIS ANDREWS HOUSE
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The emotional impact of the displacement on homeowners is reflected in the interview with Mrs.
Persis Andrews, 80 years old at the time. Since she was six years old she had lived in the home
which was located near South Clinton Station.
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SATURDAY. APRIL 25 1896. ..., I find the Metropolitan water basin is going to
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For in-depth information about the Nashua River Valley, Wachusett Reservoir and the Wachusett
Dam, please visit the website Wachusett Dam and Reservoir — Before There Was A Dam. Under
the caption What Lies Beneath — Wachusett Dam and Reservoir ,a series of 3d video models give
us an idea of the appearance of the valley before the reservoir. The video for Boylston covers the
area from Scar Hill Road, from Pine Grove Cemetery to the West Boylston line and north to
Sawyers Mill, South Clinton Station and Hastings Cove.’

Preparations for the Reservoir

The Wachusett Reservoir project required thousands of laborers. It provided steady employment
for local residents and a large number of “newcomers”. The latter group were mostly Italian,
Hungarian and Finnish, and a substantial group of Black laborers from Virginia. Over the years,
“4,000 overseas immigrants and laborers from the Southern United States arrived in the region.”!?
Local landlords provided housing, but many workers, and the contractors who hired them, built
makeshift dwellings, which “varied from small shacks made of cast-off wood and debris to lean-
tos, thatched with pine bows.”!!

MAKESHIFT DWELLINGS, NEAR SAND HILL IN BOYLSTON
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One of the many tasks of these workers was to prepare the reservoir’s bed. Thousands of trees
were cut, and brush was burned to clear the land. They removed the farm soil with shovels, filling
horse carts and narrow-gauge railroad cars to transport it to build the dikes in Clinton. There more
men with shovels dumped the soil and spread it. The workers demolished houses, dismantled and
moved some to other areas, and worked on all other tasks needed. Hours were long and the wages
low: unskilled laborers were paid between $1.25 and $1.50 per day. Skilled laborers, such as
stonemasons, carpenters and blacksmiths, earned between $2.00 to $6.00 per day.'?

PREPARING THE RESERVOIR BASIN
Circa 1897-1905
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Building the Dam

Preparatory work for the dam in Clinton, Massachusetts began in July 1895. Test drilling took
place to verify the nature of the earth and rock, and stability of the rock around the planned dam
site. This would determine how deep the “the dam’s foundation would need to be built and what
would be needed for the dikes that would define much of the dam’s shape.”!?

Paul Marrone, author and editor of the website, Before There Was A Dam describes the
construction of the Wachusett Dam as “basically a rough stone (rubbles) wall filled with mortar

and faced with a thin veneer of cut and squared stones (ashlar masonry).”!* At the site of the dam
workers dug to depths of eighty feet or more to reach the bedrock upon which the enormously
heavy structure would be founded. Horse drawn wagons hauled the material up the slopes for

disposal. “Eventually, the depth of the excavation reached the limit of the team’s ability to pull.

A sloping rail track, called a car hoist, was extended into the excavation. A steam driven engine
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then hauled dump cars up the slope by steel cable.
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FIRST STONE OF THE WACHUSETT DAM LAID BY JOHN MERCER
5 June 1901
Massachusetts Metropolitan Water Works Board and George P. Goodman
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In the final stage, a system of skip buckets and cableways was installed. The blocks of granite to
build the dam were taken from a nearby quarry in Boylston and almost all of the ashlar granite
came from Fletcher Granite in Chelmsford. The granite was transported by rail, and cableways
lowered the large rubbles, spalls (40-100 pounds) and fresh mortar onto the construction site. '
The first stone was placed in the Wachusett Dam on 5 June 1901. The foreman in charge was John
Mercer, an employee of Winston Company & Locher, a subcontractor for the dam. Workers
celebrated this milestone by breaking off chunks of granite with hammers to keep as souvenirs. !’
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LAST STONE OF THE WACHUSETT DAM LAID BY JOHN MERCER
24 June 1905
Digitalcommonwealth.org

The last stone was placed on 24 June 1905. Finally, the reservoir was to be filled which took two
years, and reached full capacity in 1908.

We invite our readers to examine the Wachusett Reservoir photographs and artifacts currently on
exhibition at the Boylston Historical Museum! Also on display are two other new exhibits:
Colonial Taverns in Boylston, and Boylston in the Revolutionary War: The Alarm of 1775 with a
Revolutionary War game to play!
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