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II. The Plan-
ning Frame-
work
The objectives and strategies that comprise this 
Plan are focused on four primary goals:

•     Enhance civic life and the cultural 
and physical environment in which 
residents participate;

•     Actively promote a sustainable and 
diverse economy focused on job op-
portunities and creation of  wealth;

•     Provide a safe and convenient pe-
destrian, public transit and automo-
bile transportation network; and, 

•     Provide a wider range of  housing 
options for residents of  diverse 
socio-economic and age groups.

The objectives and strategies that follow are 
the priorities for the community.  They are not 
intended to serve as an exhaustive list of  actions 
that should occur over the next ten to twenty 
years.  Rather, they are selected strategies that 
will provide a framework and serve as catalysts 
for subsequent positive actions.  It also is rec-
ognized that the strategies will be implemented 
over time and through a variety of  mechanisms 
and will need to respond to changing external 
factors.  Therefore, the implementation and 
governance structure for carrying out this Plan 
is critical to its success.
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II. 1  CIVIC LIFE

DEFINING A NEIGHBORHOOD IDENTITY

 An important objective of  the Strategic Master Plan is to provide a framework for development that will 
improve the quality of  life for all of  Roxbury’s residents.  Quality of  life is defined in the Plan as the total ar-
ray of  human, cultural, physical, and economic resources available in the neighborhood.   The Plan acknowl-
edges that the quality and availability of  these resources and how they complement each other plays a major 
role in decisions about where to live, raise a family or invest in a business.

In order to create a context that ensures the highest quality of  life for Roxbury’s residents, the Plan seeks to 
achieve the following goals:

•     Create a public realm that is a comfortable, lively and safe environment that reflects the unique 
physical and social character of  the neighborhood.

•     Enhance community participation and empowerment and increase the accountability of  various 
groups and entities to the Roxbury community, including institutions, government agencies and 
businesses.

•     Integrate and connect Roxbury with the larger network of  parks, transit corridors/boulevards and 
business and cultural centers throughout the city.

•     Raise the community’s awareness of  Roxbury’s many historic assets and strong architectural legacy; 
promote historic and cultural preservation as a tool for neighborhood revival.

•     Improve the quality of  the public infrastructure, basic city services, public safety, open space and 
cultural facilities.

•     Create a healthy environment and a rich array of  cultural, educational and economic opportunities 
for the elderly and the youth of  the community.

Strong community leadership coupled with the inherent assets of  the neighborhood such as its convenient 
location, rich and varied housing stock and generous open spaces has resulted in attracting increasing inter-
est from outside the neighborhood, bringing new challenges and new opportunities.  Maintaining Roxbury’s 
unique cultural and economic diversity has emerged as a top priority for the community, especially in the 
face of  limited supply and rising demand for housing in the city of  Boston at every price level.

The Roxbury Strategic Master Plan proposes strategies that leverage the community’s rich historical and 
artistic cultural heritage.  The recommended strategies build upon existing neighborhood assets, seek to 
improve the area’s economic competitiveness and affirm Roxbury as a key destination in the city and the 
region.  Further, the Plan values the richly diverse culture of  the community and recognizes tools and incen-
tives must be put in place to insure that current residents are able to stay in the neighborhood, invest in its 
future and reap the rewards.
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A proposal for 
Dudley  Square

ROXBURY’S ARTS AND CULTURAL HERITAGE 

The Plan proposes to capitalize on Roxbury’s position as the epicenter of  African-American cul-
ture in New England through the promotion of  existing facilities and the creation of  new venues.  
With active, viable institutions and committed residents eager to patronize new options for dining, 
socializing and enjoying performances within the neighborhood, the possibilities for re-energizing 
places such as Dudley Square are virtually limitless.  

Dudley Square is in the midst of  a number of  revitalization initiatives, and is primed for reclaiming 
its status as a preeminent destination serving not only the African-American population but the 
entire region as a busy hub of  commerce and culture.  With its comfortable human scale, stately 
older buildings (many ready for rehabilitation), excellent accessibility and lively street atmosphere, 
the human and urban design resources at this crucial Roxbury crossroads make it a true diamond 
no longer in the rough.

Through the diligent efforts of  many residents and institutions, other neighborhood centers in 
Roxbury are also gradually being reborn.  The Plan must insure that the mixture of  elements and 
future uses in these centers are in step with the needs and desires of  the residents.
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RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

A cultural heritage campaign should be initiated to promote Roxbury’s public image, marketability and 
its unique cultural identity.  The campaign should acknowledge the community’s distinctive character and 
encourage comfortable and safe 18-hour activity including “legal night life” in an interesting, high-quality 
pedestrian environment.  

To effectively implement the arts and cultural heritage campaign, a committee should be established to run 
the campaign and build momentum to reveal the cultural heritage of  Roxbury.  This committee could be in-
strumental in obtaining grants and would be the entity to research the history of  the Roxbury neighborhood 
and lead the way to implement the following strategies.

1.            Revive the Roxbury Heritage State Park.  The Roxbury Heritage State Park was proposed in 
1987 by the Massachusetts Department of  Environmental Management in cooperation with the members 
of  the Roxbury Heritage State Park Advisory Committee.  The park was proposed as part of  the Massachu-
setts Heritage State Park system, which is a national model of  successful urban design, historic preservation 
and economic revitalization.  The objectives for the Heritage State Park are consistent with the objectives of  
the Roxbury Strategic Master Plan including the following:

•     Define and celebrate the rich, diverse history of  Roxbury’s people and land.
•     Promote a strong, positive image for Roxbury and reinforce a sense of  pride and ownership among 

Roxbury residents.
•     Enhance the economic revitalization of  business centers including Dudley Square, the Washington 

Street Corridor, Grove Hall and others.
•     Preserve Roxbury’s historic buildings and landmarks for maximum use and benefit to the commu-

nity.
•     Create employment training and educational opportunities for Roxbury residents and particularly 

the youth.
•     Join with Roxbury’s many other community institutions that preserve and celebrate Roxbury’s his-

tory and contribute to the revitalization of  its economy and the well-being of  its people.

2.           Link Roxbury’s public realm assets through thematic neighborhood trails that could 
connect the community’s various cultural and artistic venues and generate new ones.  When linked 
with good transportation connections, the open spaces in Roxbury become a citywide resource and further 
improve the overall attractiveness of  the community as a place to live, to study and to work. High quality 
design for public spaces, an emphasis on preservation of  historic assets and the promotion of  public art are 
necessary components of  a compelling cultural heritage plan.

Similar to the Roxbury Highlands Heritage Trail proposed in the late 1970’s and the Roxbury Historical 
Trail proposed by the Grove Hall Board of  Trade to the Browne Fund, neighborhood-wide trails could 
link Roxbury’s open space, historical, cultural and environmental assets while benefiting its residential and 
commercial areas.  This initiative could be structured as a public-private partnership similar in development 
and management structure to the Freedom Trail.   It could provide a series of  destinations for local 
and regional visitors, which could further the neighborhood’s economic development agenda. Coupled with 
good transit linkages, the trails could connect important neighborhood institutions such as the Museum of  
the National Center of  Afro-American Artists that already attracts ten thousand visitors a year, with other 
neighborhood assets including parks, restaurants and cultural facilities.

“ Legal Night Life”
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Museum of  the National Center of  Afro-
American Artists

3.           Establish a center for storing and exhibiting  historical community artifacts and archives 
similar to the Shomberg Library in Harlem.  Many persons in the community have a wealth of  stored 
information and oral histories that could illuminate rich historical diversity of  the community.  A Shom-
berg-like facility would reinforce historical and cultural ties of  the neighborhood and its inhabitants across 
generations.  A significant historical structure in the community would be identified to house the collection.

4.           Institute regular Roxbury Heritage walking tours.  Roxbury is one of  Boston’s oldest areas, 
with many important historically significant buildings and districts.  In addition, there are the rich histories 
of  the people who have lived there through the years and the struggles they fought.  Regular walking tours 
and programs should be initiated to promote the historic assets of  Roxbury and to increase tourism.  As an 
example, “My Town” is a successful organization already operating similar tours in the South End.

Iconographic buildings such as the First Church of  Roxbury in John Eliot Square, the Museum of  The 
National Center for Afro-American Artists and the Roxbury Community College should be celebrated as 
important places in the fabric of  the community through directional signage, informational graphics, and 
streetscape improvements. 

5.           Provide incentives for businesses and institutions to invest in arts, events and cultural 
affairs including the sponsorship of  public (and private) art installations and performances and 
underwriting of, or other direct linkages with, community arts organizations.

6.           Create a mechanism for smaller donors to participate in the acquisition of  art for public 
spaces.

7.           Organize a process to encourage the use of  streets and public open spaces for ethnic and 
cultural celebrations and displays.

8.           Create a jazz museum in Roxbury that would celebrate this unique art form and increase 
cultural tourism.  Such a museum may not be economically viable as a freestanding entity, but 
could be a component within an existing or proposed new entity.

9.           Create more high quality, “sit-down,” ethnically diverse restaurants in the community.

10.          Encourage the inclusion of  spaces to be made available for community use and / or facili-
ties for youth, if  appropriate, in development projects of  a sufficient scale.

11.          Reinforce existing cultural districts such as Dudley Square and establish new districts 
where appropriate. 

OPEN SPACE AND RECREATION

Well-maintained and varied open spaces can enhance the neighborhood’s image and increase its viability as a 
desirable residential community and attractive environment for economic development.

First Church, 1804



RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

1. Interface the Roxbury  Strategic Master Plan with the Parks and Recreation Department’s 
citywide Plan for Open Space to preserve and enhance Roxbury’s open spaces as an important 
neighborhood asset.  The city’s capital improvement program has led to a large investment in Roxbury’s 
public open space facilities.  Its impact has been substantial, with playing fields, court and tot lots back in 
working order and in full use again.  Continuing the capital program will achieve rehabilitation of  other 
parks that require capital infusions due to cyclical wear-and-tear.

2. Encourage high quality design that will link the Parks and Recreation Department capital 
reconstruction program and its maintenance program. Given the richness and multitude of  Roxbury’s 
existing open spaces, it is important to preserve these assets with high-quality design and maintenance stan-
dards.  Good design at the outset allows for better access and visibility and encourages appropriate use and 
respect for the public realm.  It also leads to longevity of  capital improvements, more efficient maintenance 
and happier users.  Parks should be designed beautifully and in keeping with their historic character. They 
should be maintained at a standard that befits their status as critical public amenities benefiting the sur-
rounding community and the city a whole.  Boulevards, schoolyards, and pedestrian and bicycle trails should 
be considered to be components of  the overall system.
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The Plan suggests ways to strengthen the linkages between the parks in Roxbury and those within the city 
as a whole.  For example, the Southwest Corridor Park and the proposed New Harbor Trail offer great 
potential to improve the Roxbury community’s access to local and regional open space resources including 
the waterfront.

The existing Park Partners program should be promoted more widely as a way to encourage  community 
sponsors to help develop and maintain park facilities.

3. Continue to encourage community participation in the Parks and Recreation Depart-
ment’s design process.  An on-going and interactive process will continue to ensure that existing and any 
new facilities address the community’s desires and concerns and meet the needs for recreational open space 
within Roxbury. Community input has identified a need for soccer fields, tot lots and spray pools (especially 
to service day care providers), and in general, close-to-home opportunities for recreation.  With a substan-
tial amount of  vacant land available in Roxbury, opportunities to develop such new open spaces should be 
explored within the context of  the Parks and Recreation Department’s citywide plan.

4. Conduct a vacant lot analysis that establishes a framework to balance open space needs 
with the growing demand for developable housing parcels on a neighborhood-by-neighborhood 
basis.  Currently vacant and underutilized parcels should be incorporated into the dedicated open space 
system, on an interim or long-term basis, for use as community gardens. In some cases, steep slopes and 
the proximity of  bedrock to surface may make housing development more problematic and such parcels 
would be more likely candidates to include in the open space system. Existing vacant land may hold more 
promise in the abstract than in reality, particularly where buildable sites could be developed for much-need-
ed housing.  

A balanced planning approach that weighs current and future open space and housing needs, incorporates 
community input and translates into appropriate land use allocations is needed.  Incorporating community 
input with this planning should be coordinated with key agencies and departments including the Depart-
ment of  Neighborhood Development, the Boston Redevelopment Authority and the Parks and Recreation 
Department.

5. Improve connections to Roxbury’s open space network through the thoughtful planning 
and integration of  transportation infrastructure projects with open space projects.  The Roxbury 
community as well as the entire city would benefit from more direct connections to and from downtown 
Boston and Franklin Park.  The Park and all its amenities including the golf  course and the Zoo, is a won-
derful resource that at the moment remains difficult, to access by public transit or by automobile at peak 
hours.  

•     The implementation of  transit service along Columbia Road could greatly improve the accessibility 
between elements of  the Emerald Necklace, particularly if  combined with street reconstruction, 
including trees and historic lighting, to restore this important street to Boulevard status.

•     Redeveloping Peabody Circle would encourage safe enjoyment of  the Park and community activi-
ties at this significant entry point.  It would increase the visibility of  the Park and affirm its vital 

INSERT IMAGE OF 
FRANKLIN PARK

INSERT IMAGE OF 
VACANT LOT
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relationship to the Roxbury community.

•     Improved bicycle and pedestrian connections such as the proposed South Bay Harbor Trail would 
connect the Roxbury community to downtown and Boston Harbor via the Southwest Corridor, 
Melnea Cass Boulevard and the Fort Point Channel. As part of  the project, the existing narrow and 
deteriorated path along Melnea Cass would be reconstructed and beautified.  

The Connecting the Corridors project will also improve Roxbury’s residents access to the Emerald 
Necklace/Back Bay Fens.  This is a federally funded project that links the Emerald Necklace to the South-
west Corridor Park via Forsyth Street at Ruggles Station. 

The interface between these and similar projects will create new recreational opportunities, integrate existing 
parks and historic sites and make Roxbury an inviting destination for recreational bicycle riders and pedestri-
ans.  

HISTORIC PRESERVATION

Founded by English colonists in 1630, Roxbury began as an independent community connected to Boston 
only by a narrow “neck” of  land along Washington Street.  Today, after massive landfill projects and an-
nexation to Boston, Roxbury is at the city’s geographic center.  Its landmark buildings and open spaces are a 
legacy of  its agricultural beginnings and its later development as an early suburb of  Boston.

Roxbury is defined by several rocky hills--drumlins left by a pre-historic glacier.  Roxbury pudding stone, a 
composite rock form, has been used over the centuries in Boston area buildings.  Pudding stone outcrop-
pings are still prevalent throughout the community.

Washington, Dudley, Centre, Roxbury and Warren Streets were all laid out by the colonists in the first years 
of  settlement.  The town center was located at John Eliot Square, where the first meeting house was built in 
1632.  Its historic burial ground was located nearby at the corner of  Eustis and Washington Streets. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the town was locally famous for its fruit trees and noted varieties were devel-
oped, including the Roxbury Russet apple, which was particularly prized for cider.  As the town grew, some 
fine residences were built that are among the few 18th century houses remaining in Boston, including the 
Georgian-style Shirley Eustis House (1747) and the Dillaway-Thomas House (1750).

Roxbury’s location and high hills made it strategically important during the Revolutionary War.  The colo-
nists constructed a fort in the Roxbury Highlands in 1775 to help secure land access to Boston.  After the 
American victory, the present First Church of  Roxbury (1803) was built on the site of  the original 1632 
congregational meeting house in John Eliot Square.

The first generations after the Revolution marked significant changes in settlement patterns for emerging 
industrial cities like Boston.  Changes in the economy and new developments in transportation made it pos-
sible for many families to move out of  the central city in pursuit of  the bucolic life of  the suburbs.  Because 
of  its close proximity to downtown and its rolling hills and farmland, Roxbury was a natural destination.  
Significant new development began to occur in the 1820s when a horse-drawn streetcar was established 
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along Washington Street, linking Roxbury commuters to downtown Boston.

As the century progressed, many handsome frame houses, especially in the Greek Revival style (1820s-
1850s) were built on subdivided farmland.  Some of  these houses still stand in the Highland Park and 
Mount Pleasant neighborhoods. Wealthy industrialists built substantial homes situated on the tops of  hills 
in the Roxbury Highlands in a variety of  later Revival styles in the Victorian era (latter half  of  the 19th 
century).  One of  the grandest examples of  the early suburban houses is Abbotsford, now the home of  
the Museum of  the National Center of  Afro-American Artists at 300 Walnut Avenue, built in 1872 in 
High Victorian Gothic style of  Roxbury puddingstone.

Later in the 19th century more old farms in the highlands were subdivided and developed for housing.  
The electric trolley service that began in 1887 provided a means for more families to come to Roxbury 
and created a market for more modest row houses and triple-deckers.  The elegant Harriswood Crescent 
designed by Boston architect J. Williams Beal is an excellent example of  later suburban housing devel-
opment built in the Queen Anne style.

From Roxbury’s earliest days, commerce centered at Dudley Square, particularly at the crossroads of  
Washington, Warren and Dudley Streets.  By the turn of  the 20thcentury, the area was a bustling mix of  
department stores, residential hotels, silent movie theaters, banks and even a bowling alley.  Many of  these 
structures were designed by prominent Boston architects in a rich mixture of  revival styles.

Dudley Station, a major link in the city’s public transit system,was opened in 1901 as the Southern El-
evated Railway, which ran from Roxbury to Sullivan Square in Charlestown.  Part of  the elegant, copper 
clad open air structure was adapted for reuse as a bus terminal in 1989 by the Massachusetts Bay Trans-
portation Authority after the relocation of  the elevated Orange Line to the Southwest Corridor.

Still dominating the intersection of  Washington and Warren Streets is the Ferdinand’s Blue Store Build-
ing, the former flagship store of  the furniture dealer once famous throughout New England.  Designed 
by local architect John Lyman Faxon in a mix of  Baroque and Renaissance styles, the limestone building 
was completed in 1895, replacing a smaller wood framed store on the same site.

Lower Roxbury, which bordered the South End from colonial times, was industrial in character with an 
assortment of  mills and tanneries.  As the area’s marshes were filled in more factories and warehouses 
took their place.  Workers’ housing was constructed, usually wooden tenements and rowhouses.  At Fred-
erick Douglass Square a district of  diminuitive brick rowhouses remain that are representative of  the last 
quarter of  the 19th century.

There are nine National Register historic districts in Roxbury as well as two districts and four individual 
properties designated as Boston landmarks and overall one of  Boston’s finest collections of  buildings 
of  considerable architectural merit.  The Plan acknowledges the importance of  historic preservation as a 
tool for revitalization and as a source of  neighborhood pride and identity.

Ferdinand’s Blue Store Building (1895)

Hale House
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RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

1.           Reinforce the integrity of  historic buildings and places in Roxbury.  Develop urban design 
guidelines and standards and implement funding and regulatory mechanisms that  ensure that the 
rehabilitation of  existing structures and the designs of  new buildings complement the existing 
neighborhood fabric in terms of  massing, materials, density, siting and landscape design ap-
proach.

2.           Strengthen the identity of  designated historic districts through coordinated public im-
provements including streetscape design, landscaping, lighting and signage.

3.           Prohibit the destruction of  historically significant structures without a neighborhood 
hearing.

4.           Develop and promote public information programs and materials on historic preservation 
in Roxbury.

5.           Establish regularly scheduled historic walking tours for school children, residents and 
tourists.

6.           Provide sufficient technical assistance and economic incentives to existing homeowners, 
businesses and non-profit organizations in the community.

7.           Invite neighborhood associations to work with the Roxbury Historical Society, the Massa-
chusetts Historical Commission and the Boston Landmarks Commission to strengthen and retain 
current historic districts and assets and to identify others.
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PLANNING AND URBAN DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES

A positive by-product of  the renewed interest in Roxbury as a community in which to live, work and/or 
own a business is the ability to establish and maintain high design standards and criteria to be met by 
prospective developers.  Because of  this community’s many assets and its inherent potential for further 
improvement, the rigorous enforcement of  development standards is unlikely to dissuade the quality of  
developer or employer that would be welcome in the Roxbury community.

The design standards and guidelines applied to publicly-owned parcels and elements of  the public realm 
should set the bar as an example for private developers to meet or exceed.

RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

1.           Emphasize the primacy of  key streets in the community such as Washington Street, War-
ren Street, Blue Hill Avenue, Seaver Street, Columbus Avenue and Melnea Cass Boulevard 
through the design of  streetscape elements including paving, planting, lighting, signage 
and street furnishings (benches, trash receptacles, etc.).   The design and level of  public 
housekeeping reflected in high visibility, key streets sends a potent message about the overall qual-
ity of  the neighborhood.  Target federal and state capital investment funding for key streets.  These 
streets should be prioritized for improvements.

2.           Establish street design standards that consider the importance of  the pedestrian realm.  
Apply streetscape design standards developed by the city’s Transportation Department.  These 
guidelines are contained in Streetscape Guidelines for Boston’s Major Roads (1999) and Guidelines for Resi-
dential Streets (2001).  These design guidelines should be applied to all street reconstruction projects.  
The principles of  these documents, including the facilitation of  “a balanced and efficient transpor-
tation system” as well as “safety on the street, connectivity to work and home, access to transporta-
tion options, and the creation of  a clean and comfortable public environment” are in keeping with 
the spirit of  this Plan.

3.           “One size does not fit all.”  Urban design standards for housing, commercial structures, industri-
al institutions, public facilities and open space should be adapted to reflect the scale and character 
of  the immediate context.

4.           For the Highland Park neighborhood, the design guidelines defined in the Boston Land-
marks Commission report “Preseving Highland Park: Protecting a Liveable Community” 
should be applied.

5.           In general, create buffer zones where industrial areas abut residential areas.

6.           Prepare enforceable design and maintenance standards that can facilitate the better inte-
gration of  non-residential uses, particularly industrial and commercial uses, with adjacent 
residential areas.

7.           Given Roxbury’s dramatic topographical features and visual landmarks, important view 
corridors should be identified and protected.

8.   Requests for development proposals for all publicly- and privately-owned property that will  
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 benefit from substantial public investment in site preparation, infrastructure investments  
 or financing should include clearly stated guidelines and criteria consistent with the goals   
 of  the Roxbury Strategic Master Plan.


