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Boston 1 s Tremont Street Subway project, supervised by Chief Engineer Howard A. Carsen, 
called for a subway tunnel with three main branches leading into the central business 
district, two from the south and one from the north. The main southern incline (entrance 
ramp) was to be located on Boylston Street at the Public Garden, the second Southern 
incline at the intersection of Tremont Street and Broadway (then called Pleasant Street), 
connecting with the main line at Boylston. The northern branch would run from Park Street 
to an incline beyond Haymarket Square, leading up to North Union Station.

European engineers had perfected two methods of subway construction. London pioneered 
the underground "tube," excavated by deep tunneling without disruption of surface traffic; 
the tunnel was pieced together within the bore with iron segmental linings, forming a 
secure and watertight structure. Paris had made extensive use of masonry arches in sub 
way construction; the tunnel was located immediately below ground level and required 
surface excavation for the length of the route. This method had a serious drawback, 
however: the tunnel was not a self-contained structure and thus could not withstand 
underground disruption adjacent to it. Therefore Boston developed a hybrid of the 
European methods, a steel and concrete tunnel built chiefly in open excavation but 
independent of lateral support. This technique soon afterward became standard practice 
in nearly all American subway construction.

Ground was broken for the Tremont Street Subway on March 28, 1895. The segment between 
the Public Garden incline and the Park Street terminal went into operation on September 1, 
1897; the Tremont-Broadway to Boylston branch was added a month later; and by the autumn 
of the following year the full system (Public Garden to North Station with an alternate 
northern loop through Adams Square) was in service (see accompanying photocopy of a plan 
of the Boston subway system as constructed by August 1898). The completed underground 
system contained five stations (Boylston, Park, Scoolay, Adams, and Haymarket) and 5 
miles of track covering a distance of 2-2/3 miles. To maintain the quality of the air, 
ventilation shafts were installed at regular intervals. Incandescent lamps mounted on 
the walls of the tunnel and in the stations provided light. While the subway itself 
proved an Immediate success, the entrance and exit kiosks drew negative comment. The 
Classical Revival structures at Boylston and Park Streets were described as "resembling 
mausoleums" and that at Scollay Square, a baroque structure with central tower carrying 
four clock faces and a Chatri-type dome, was characterized as "pretentiously monumental... 
unnecessary and in bad taste."

Expansion of the Tremont Street Subway began in 1912 when the line was extended from 
North Station to Lechmere Square in Cambridge on an elevated structure and an ornamental 
viaduct across the Charles River. A second extension opened in 1914, running southwest 
under Boylston Street, the Back Bay Fens, and Commonwealth Avenue to Kenmore Square 
(then Governor Square). The Public Garden incline was closed at that time and a new one 
was constructed in Boylston Street to conform to the alignment of the extension. 
Arlington Street Station was opened in 1919 to serve Back Bay patrons, Lechmore Station 
in 1922 to create a subway-surface transfer point. In 1932 all streetcars were removed 
from Kenmore Square to run through new subway extensions to St. Mary's Street in 
Brookline and Blandford Street in Brighton. The last major segment of the subway, the 
Huntington Avenue extension, went into service in 1941.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Boston's Tremont Street Subway was the first underground system for public transportation 
in the United States and only the fifth such system in the world. The initial section of 
the line went into service on September 1, 1897, and by autumn of the following year the 
entire Boston subway system, as then constructed, was in operation. The completed system 
contained more than 5 miles of track covering a distance of 2-2/3 miles. The obvious 
success of the subway-—approximately 50 million passenger rides were credited to the line 
during its first year of full operation—led quickly to the building of a similar system 
in New York City. Since then the subway has continued to be an integral part of public 
transportation in large American cities.

The original Tremont Street Subway has been incorporated into the "Green Line" of Boston's 
present and much enlarged subway-surface system, operated by the Massachusetts Bay Trans 
portation Authority. Sections of the 1897-98 line have been discontinued or relocated and 
equipment in the remaining sections has been updated, but that portion of the system 
between Court Street and Qiarles.jjjtreet remains much as it was when constructed. Though 5f 
Park Stre'eTf Station, a major interchange for the present system, has been enlarged on the * 
northbound side, Boylston Street Station and the entrance and exit kiipsks at both Park 
and Boyston Street are essentially unaltered. *"""

Historical Background

In 1894 the Massachusetts General Court authorized the formation of a public agency, the 
Boston Transit Commission, which was to develop and implement a plan to improve that city's 
transit system. The chief problem was that streets in the business district were simply 
too narrow to provide adequate clearance for the number of horsecars operating in the area. 
After considering several alternatives, including an elevated railway, the Commission 
decided in favor of what one newspaper called the "European transit system"—a valid 
description since London, Glasgow, and Paris all had operating subway systems at that time. 
While merchants and leading citizens were generally opposed to^the project, the public 
supported the idea of a subway and approved the start of construction in 1895 by referendum.

The Boston project, directed by Chief Engineer Howard A. Carsen, called for a subway tunnel 
for trolley cars with three main branches leading into the central business district, two 
from the south and one from the north. Much of the construction work was done at night 
to insure as normal a flow of surface traffic as possible. There were numerous problems 
including inaccurate or nonexistent maps of sewer, water, and gas lines; beds of quicksand; 
an explosion in the excavation which killed nine; and reinterment of the remains of 910 
bodies exhumed as the excavators worked their way through colonial burial grounds.

—continued—
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All of the Tremont Street Subway was absorbed into Boston's expanded subway system 
(administered by the Metropolitan Transit Authority from 1947 to 1964 and since that 
time by the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority) and is now generally known 
as the "Green Line." Two sections of the original subway have been removed from 
service. The segment from the Tremont-Broadway incline to Boylston was abandoned 
in 1962. After 1963 the alternate route through Adams Square was abandoned, Scollay 
Square Station was eliminated, and the main route was realigned slightly to run through 
a new Government Center Station and tunnel. Equipment in the remaining sections of 
the original subway has been updated but few structural changes have been made.

Park Street Station, now a major transfer point for the expanded system, has been 
enlarged on the northbound side, but the Boylston Street Station is essentially 
unaltered. Original Classical Revival entrance and exit kiosks still stand along 
the Tremont Street edge of the Boston Common above both the Park and Boylston 
Stations. Designed by Edward M. Wheelwright, the rectangular stone structures carry 
sky-lighted hipped roofs. Decorative elements include rusticated pillars at each 
corner and full entablatures with dentil bands. Rows of windows are recessed into 
the upper portions of three elevations on each, the doorways in the fourth.

The Central Area Systems Study prepared for the M.B.T.A. in 1971 indicates that the 
"Green Line" will not be converted from subway (streetcar) to rapid transit operation 
until the end of the present century and then only if passenger volume justifies the 
change. At the present time both a Station Modernization and a Green Line System 
Improvement Program are underway. The effect of the former on the original Tremont 
line will be most visible at Park Street Station. The latter involves comprehensive 
upgrading of track and roadbed, structures, power, signals, and communication. In 
addition, existing streetcars will be refurbished and new light-rail articulated cars 
will be placed in service.
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Despite these and other delays, the first section of the new system opened on 
September 1, 1897, at 6:02 a.m. when car 1752 from Allston entered the Public Garden 
incline; three minutes later it ended its historic run at the Park Street platform. 
The second southern branch, from the intersection of Tremont Street and Broadway to 
Boylston Station opened on October 1 and the final section from North Station to Park 
Street went into service on September 3, 1898. Construction costs for the entire 
system totalled nearly $5 million.

The impact of the subway on Boston was enormous. During its first year of full oper 
ation the system was credited with approximately 50 million passenger rides, more than 
four times the number handled by London 1 s subway in its first year. The removal of 
streetcar tracks on Tremont Street from Scollay Square to Boylston Street and on 
Boylston from Tremont to Charles brought immediate relief from choking traffic con- 
jest ion in the heart of the city. Further, from 200 to 400 more cars an hour were 
able to travel through the business district at peak traffic periods. Businessmen 
reported substantial increases in sales, a consequence of the higher passenger capacity 
of the subway. Irregularities in suburban service were eliminated when long crosstown 
routes were abolished and the respective cars were instead turned back at the inter 
change points in the subway. In general the subway pleased everyone, including 
President William McKinley, who toured the system in 1899 and pronounced it "a grand 
thing."

The need for a continuous route from Charlestown to Roxbury brought rapid transit 
trains from Boston's newly completed elevated railway into the subway in 1901. Enter 
ing at North Station, the trains ran through Haymarket, Scollay, Park, and Boylston 
Stations on the outside rail and returned to the elevated structure over a ramp beyond 
the Tremont-Broadway incline. However, there were continuous problems in operating 
rapid transit trains in a system constructed for smaller surface equipment, including 
the high-level wooden platforms which reduced passenger mobility and caused frequent 
accidents in the stations, and the tight clearances, sharp curves, and steep grades of 
the subway itself. By 1908 the trains had been removed to their own tunnel under 
Washington Street (the "Orange Line" of the present M.B.T.A. system) and streetcar 
operation in the subway returned to normal.

The first major change in the Tremont Street Subway was made in 1912 when the line was 
extended from North Station to Lechmere Square in Cambridge on an elevated structure 
and an ornamental viaduct across the Charles River. The last major segment of the 
subway, the Huntington Avenue extension, went into operation on February 16, 1971 
(see physical description for summary of system alterations). In 1947 the Massachusetts 
General Court authorized the formation of the Metropolitan Transit Authority which 
assumed responsibility for operation of the subway. The M.T.A. was abolished in 1964 
and its functions were transferred to a new Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority.

—continued—
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The Tremont Street Subway continues to function as part of the "Green Line" of the 
M.B.T.A.'s expanded subway-surface system, which hauls more passengers per day than 
any other M.B.T.A. facility. The Central Area System Study prepared for the M.B.T.A. 
in 1971 indicates that conversion of the subway to rapid transit operation will not 
take place until the end of the present century and then only if patronage warrants 
such a change. The programs of station and system improvement now being carried out 
on the "Green Line" reinforce the probability of continued streetcar operation in 
Boston for many years.
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10. VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The boundaries of the national historic landmark designation for the Tremont 
Street Subway, Boston, Massachusetts, are those of the outer lines of that 
portion of the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority's "Green Line" 
system of tunnels and stations lying between Court Street on the east and 
Charles Street on the west, representing the longest continuous portion of 
the original system still in regular operation (see accompanying photocopies 
of Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority route map, dated 1967, and of 
a plan of Boston subway system as constructed by August, 1898). Also included 
in the landmark designation are the original entrance and exit kiosks still 
standing on the north side of Tremont Street above the Park Street and Boylston 
Street Stations.

Note: The point used in dertermining the U.T.M. reference for this landmark 
is the location of the exit kiosk at Park Street Station.
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