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Massachusetts’ founders were early  
conservation innovators

• In 1634, the freemen of Boston, 
led by John Winthrop, were the first 
self‐governing people in English‐
speaking North America to tax 
themselves to raise money to buy 
open space – that land became the 
Boston Common

• “We must be knit together in this 
work as one man…We must 
uphold a familiar commerce with 
one another… For we must consider 
that we shall be as a city upon a hill. 
The eyes of all people are upon us.”John Winthrop, first Governor of 

Massachusetts and author of          
“A Modell of Christian Charity”



To borrow from Abraham Lincoln, the 
Common is of, by, and for the people
• A creation of the people: Boston’s freemen taxed themselves 

in 1634 to buy Blackstone’s land for a Common; it was used 
to  pasture privately owned cows, for a commonmilitary 
training ground, and soon thereafter for public recreation

• Regulated by the people: in 1640, Bostonians passed the first 
of a series of  ordinances regulating the use of the Common, 
avoiding any “tragedy of the Commons” (a phrase born in 
the 1960s)

• Managed for the people: by the 1660s, town constables were 
sending the “local gallants and their marmalet‐madams”
home from evening strolls by 9 pm



The Boston Common, since its beginning,  
has been a multiple use landscape

• Originated as cow pasture and 
military training ground

• By the 1660s, it had become a 
important recreational space

• It has also remained, for 
nearly four centuries, a key 
place for civic events and 
political expression



Following from the experience with the 
Common, conservation innovation is a 
hallmark of Massachusetts history

In the period before the 
American Civil War 
Massachusetts created:

– The nation’s first 
garden cemetery          
(Mt. Auburn, 1831)

– The nation’s first 
Public Garden              
(in Boston, 1836) 



The tradition continued into the late 19th
century, with Massachusetts women and 
men creating:
– One of the first conservation advocacy groups 

(Appalachian Mountain Club, 1876)

– The world’s first regional land trust           
(The Trustees of Reservations, 1891)

– The nation’s  system of metropolitan parks 
(the Metropolitan Parks Commission, 1893,  
predecessor to the MDC and the DCR), and

– The nation’s oldest Audubon Society               
(Mass Audubon, 1896)



Landmark conservation innovations, 
such as the land trust idea, are 
marked by five characteristics

– Creativity and novelty in conception
– Public significance
– Measurable effectiveness 
– Global transferability, and
– An ability to endure across generations



• These ideas resonate long after their initial 
creation, from the Czech Republic to Chile



Massachusetts has continued as a 
conservation innovator into the 20th
and 21st centuries

– Fred Winthrop, as Commissioner of Agriculture, helped 
to create the nation’s first APR program (Massachusetts 
Agricultural Preservation Restriction Program, 1979)

– Bob Durand, as Secretary of the Environment, helped 
to create Community Preservation Act in 2000



We also are pioneers in             
landscape‐scale conservation



The Tully Initiative is a notable example 
of  a cross‐sectoral, multi‐purpose  
conservation innovation

• Imagined by a field representative of TTOR (statewide non-profit)
• Lead implementation by the Mt. Grace Land Trust (local)
• Key landscape analysis at the Harvard Forest (academic)
• Political and financial capital invested by the State (public)
• Private sector and private citizen participation throughout the planning and 

implementation of the entire plan (private)
• Tangible results in the protection of  tens of thousands of acres 
• Exemplary pubic access via the Tully Trail
• Matrix of conservation land continues to grow in 2009 with the innovative 

use of Forest Legacy funds



4/3/09 headline on the Land Trust Alliance website:             

“Forest Legacy Project Knits   
Together Thousands of Acres”

The partnership helping to protect these 
lands involved private landowners,  Mount 
Grace Land Conservation Trust, Harvard 
Forest, the Massachusetts Audubon Society, 
two towns, two state agencies ‐ the 
Massachusetts Department of Conservation 
and Recreation and the Massachusetts 
Department of Fish and Game, and the 
United States Forest Service, was funded in 
part by a $3,000,000 grant from the federal 
Forest Legacy Program. Forest Legacy 
underwrites up to 75% of project costs.

The over 1,000 acres of new protected lands 
in the Quabbin Corridor Connection 
contribute to an interconnected network of 
80,000 acres of protected habitat interlaced 
among the rural homes and farms of 
Phillipston, Petersham, and Barre.



What we do here matters, perhaps well 
beyond the Commonwealth’s borders

• We have a history of innovation which extends 
across: the public, private, non‐profit and academic 
sectors; jurisdictional boundaries; and generations

• We have an opportunity to help write the next 
chapter of that history

“Great Oaks from Tiny Acorns Grow”
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