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HISTORY of THE IMPROVEMENT SOCIETY 

1888 

NEWTON C. BURNETT 

(PREFACE : Before attempting to recount a history of the 
Waban Improvement Society, I must state that I .have had made 
available to me all of the official records kept by the various 
secretaries of the Society since its foundation, together with other 
valuable information and material furnished me by Jane Bacon 
Madntire, compiler of Ir' aban - Early D ays. I have also taken 
the liberty of quoting from certain reports in order to assist me 
in making this history as nearly accurate as possible.) 

At a meeting of Waban residents held in the fall of 1888, 
a committee consisting of W . C. Strong, W. R. Dresser and 

./ H. L. Warren was appointed to consider plans for a permanent 
Improvement Society. This committee called the first Annual 
Meeting of Waban residents on April 9th, J889, at the home 
of Mrs. E. J. Collins. The meeting was well attended and the 
original constitution was adopted, containing, in part, the fol 
lowing: "NAME: The name shall be the W aban Improvement 
Society. PURPOSE : The purpose shall be to take such measures 
from time to time, and to make such recommendations to the 
members, as may seem to be for the improvement of the neigh
borhood of Waban." Dues originally were established at $2 
per member, and have varied some\vhat through the years until 
1911 when they were set at $1 per family, where they have since 
remained. 

The first slate of officers elected was as follows: 
President ... ............... ......... . \X!JLLIAM C. STRONG 
1st Vice-President ............... . EDWARD L. COLLINS 
211d Vice-President .. ....... ... .......... H . L. WARREN 
Treasurer .. .... .. .... .. ... .... ... .... .. ... .. W. R. DRESSER 

Serrelary .... ........ ........... .. .. ... .. ..... S. H. GOULD 
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There was also appointed an Executive Committee, which, to
gether with the officers, were charged with the duties of con
stantly watching for the best development of the community 
and for the promotion of such projects and improvements as 
the growing village required. 

From the beginning and until about 1915, annual meetings 
of the Society were held in Collins or W aban Hall, after which 
time the schoolhouse was used with the permission of the 
School Department of the City. Mass meetings and annual 
meetings continued to be held in the old and new schoolhouse 
until 1940, when the Waban Neighborhood Club graciously 
offered the Society the use of its attractive quarters for large 
gatherings. Executive Committee meetings were usually held 
at the homes of the various officers and also in the Neighbor

hood Club lounge room. 
From a perusal of the activities of the Society it will be 

readily observed that practically all plans and projects for im
provement within the village of Waban were initiated in and 
through this organi~ation, frequently in co-operation with other 
\Vaban groups. Very often it was some time afterwards before 
the projects actually' bore fruit. It is also true that many plans 
received careful study and much time, only to be later discarded 
as impossible of realization or compromised in various degrees. 

Meetings, in the early days, were held each month, and it 

is rather interesting to note some of the matters then before 
the Society. At the first official meeting in April, 1889, plans 
for the proposed Charles River Drive connecting Upper and 

Lower Falls, eventually Quinobequin Road, were presented. A 
committee was appointed to see if the Newton & Watertown 
Gas Company would introduce gas into Waban. Needed school 
facilities was also brought up . Also the need of a general store, 

hall and post office was discussed, and Mr. Collins later agreed 
to erect a suitable building upon being guaranteed for a three 
ye:.ir period six percent return on his investment. This building 
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became known as Collins Hall, or Waban Hall, located at the 
corner of Wyman and Woodward Streets, now the Fyfe Block, 

though considerably changed in its interior and exterior today. 

In 1890 a petition was circulated among the residents to lease 

the new hall on the second floor of this building for temporary 
school quarters and the same was leased for this and other 

purposes for S 100 per year. The hall was furnished and main

tained by the Improvement Society and was used for public 
meetings and Sunday church services as well as for school quar
ters. Even as early as 1890 the Society >vas instructed to also 

petition the Committee on Public Property of the City of New
ton for a hearing in regard to a location for a permanent school

house ; this project did not come to fruition until a few years 
!Jter when the Roger Wolcott School was erected on the loca

tion of the present Angier School. In 1890 official papers 
advocating a post office for W aban were forwarded to \X' ash
ington by the Society, the result bringing to Waban a branch 

of the Newton Highlands Post Office, changing through vadous 

stages of growth to the present free delivery system which we 
enjoy today. · 

The following is quoted from a paper written in February, 

1915 , by Lewis H. Bacon, Jr. , regarding the early history of 
the Waban Improvement Society: "For the first few years after 

the opening of the railroad, the village developed slowly, but 
after about five years, building operations commenced in earnest 
and have continued without pause and in constantly increasing 

proportions up to the present time. The Society figures as the 

principal factor in the transformation of the old-time farms into 

a village for residential purposes, and practically all of the 
improvements and conveniences which the City could fur,nish 

were obtained through the influence and the efforts of the 

Society. In the early days , the Society took the place, not only 

of the old-fashioned town meeting, where all matters of public 

interest were discussed and acted upon, but it also inaugurated 
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entertainments an<l social affairs in which all of the residents 

were expecte<l to take part. Religious services in the village 

\Yere first held un<ler the auspices of the Society, later on by an 
organization known as the Waban Christian Union, which con
<lucte<l Union Services for a number of years. This was in time 

succeeded by the Waban Church Corporation, a legally char

tere<l body organized in the year 1896, for the purpose of 

building and holding church property and for conducting 
services of such form as the members might from time to time 
desire.'· 

In the first years of the Society's operations, such improve

ments were sponsored and acted upon as street lighting, plank 
sidewalks, grass plots and their care, planting of shade trees, 

street repairs, drainage of land, street signs, erection of fire 
alarm boxes and police signal boxes, train service, control of 

<lumping, etc. It is to be noted that most of these same prob

lems have always been in the hands of the Society each year 

even to the present day, and will probably continue to be the 
routine matters for watchfulness. The wise tackling of these 

projects, simple and fundamental as they may seem. has kept 
our village the pleasant residential suburb we have enjoyed 

through the years. and it is not an exaggeration to say that the 
\X'aban Improvement Society. with the help of the people living 
here. is entirely responsible for W aban as we know it today. 

In these first da\'s of the Societv. receipts from dues ,,·ere 

small. of course. and a great deal of the financing of various 

projects was done either through private donations by public 

spirited citizens. or through the raising of money by holding 
various forms of entertainment programs. It is interesting to 
note the figures in the treasurer's report for the year 1892-9 '> 

(Lewis H. Bacon. Sr .. Treasurer): 
Balance on ha,_D~ March, 1892 ...... .... .. .. ...... $ 19.42 
Receipts during the year ............. .. .. .. ........... 362.70 
Expenses for the year .................. .... .. .... ..... )80.37 
Balance on hand March. 1893 .... .. ... ....... .. .. 1.75 
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Many parallels of events and developments of the early 
days of W aban have occurred in very recent years·, such as the 
problem of \\'lard lines within the city. In 1892, a committee 
of the Improvement Society was appointed to see that all of 
the village of Waban should be included in one Ward in (the 
city. Most of us well remember the protest of Waban residents 
to the City Hall in 1934, when it was proposed to change the 
lines of Ward '5 to cut Waban in half. 

In 1897, after several years of well directed and fruitful 
efforts on the part of the Improvement Society, it seemed as 
though the Society had accomplished all that could be reason
ably expected of it, and it appeared that the usefulness of the 
Society " ·as drawing to a close. For nine years the Society was 
inactive and took but little part in the affairs of the village, 
during which period the social activities were 'carried on by the 
Beacon Club, organized in 1900. This Club continued until it 
was absorbed by the Waban Neighborhood Club in 1916. How
ever, the constantly increasing number of residents in the fast 
growing village of Waban instilled new life into the com
munity, resulting in the revival of the Improvement Society in 
1906 into a live and effective organization which .has continued 

to the present day without further interruption. 
The important part which the Society was called upon to 

play in the early development of Waban, from 1906 on, may 
be gained somewhat from population statistics which showed 
an increase in \Xf aban population from 824 in 1905 to 1347 in 
1915, or an increase of 63 j ·( . During this period many prob
lems calling for solution faced the Society, and many improve
ments were initiated and seen through to later accomplishment. 
Gypsy and browntail moth control, watering of unpaved street, 
widening of main arteries, extension of sewage disposal system, 
street lighting changes from arc lights to incandescent lamps. , 
erection of the first automobile warning and direction signs, 
and construction of the first playground and tennis courts on the 
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grounds of the Roger Wolcott School were some of the matters 
handleJ from 1906 to 1910. It is interesting to note that in 

1907 the Society urged upon the postal authorities that the City 
of Newton as a whole be combined into the Boston Postal Dis

trict, thereby affording improved postal service. In 1908 the 
first fourth of July celebration, particularly for children, was 
arranged and carried through by a committee of the Society, 

and these celebrations continued without interruption through 

July 4th, 1919. The program started early in the morning, 
frequently with a "Grand Antique and Horrible Parade," fol
lO\\·ed by track and field sports for boys and girls in various 

age groups. Adjournment of the program was held during the 
noon hour, resuming in the middle of the afternoon with a 
"Championship Ball Game" between the east side and west 

side of the railroad track. A band concert shortly after dinner 

" ·as usually i11 ord~r, followed by a fire\vorks display from dark 
until 10.00 P. M. Elaborate "Official Programs" were printed 

each year, listing all events and the day's activities,, including 
5ight-seeing auto trips around various sections of W aban . In 

the program for July 4th. 19 13 . there appears the following 
event: "5 -7 P. M. EVENT No. 5: House-to-house canvass by 

the Amalgamateq Order of Willing Drinkers. Have a good 

time. but remember the day isn't over yet." (Perhaps it was a 

great mistake to drop these programs in 1919.) 

At the instigation of the Society, plowing of snow from 
the sidewalks was started in the winter of 1909. The site where 

the present \V/ aban Branch Library now stands was a swampy 

ponJ and used by the city as a dumping ground; this unsightly 
spot in the center of the vii !age was cleaned up and ceased to 

be used as a dump at the insistence of the Society. In 1910 

there appears in the records the following project : "To elim
inate the nuisance caused bv horses standing under the Porte 
Cochere af the railroad station. " Hitching posts even in those 
days were placed at intervals along our roads. 
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With the rapiJ growth of the village came the dcmanJ u1 

1910 for better railroad service. better school conditions, and \..,, 

enlarged playground facilities '' ith proper instructors for the 
children. In 1911 the Branch Library \\as located in the rear 

of Rhodes Drugstore and proper bookcases \\ere furnished by 

the Improvement Society. Plans for a 11t\\ enlarged playground 

at the school. the land for which "as to cost SI 0 ,000 , was 

submitted to the city by the Society. and subscriptions were 

started among the residents to raise S6000 of the total. the cit,· 
to furnish $4000; this project \\'as completed in 1912. Through 

the efforts of the Society in 191 l. Dr. Besse' s gymnasium was 

used in the \\inter months for the benefit of the children of 

Waban. 

In 1912, in a notice sent by the Society to the residents of 

Waban urging them to join, the first opportunity "as giYen to 

the citizens as a whole to offer suggestions in \\·riting for the 

improvement of the village; as is ''ell known. this has remained 

an annual practice since then . Although the Waban Improve

ment Society never actively entered into politics. they neverthe

less saw that W aban, as such . \\·as continual h· represented 011 

the Board of Aldermen of the city government as a matter of 

village protection. The Society placed the matter of campaign

ing upon the residents themselves. 

In 1913 the possible early necessity of a ne,,· enlarged 

school \\'as discussed, and it was recommended that the ci t\· 

purchase more land adjacent to the Roger \V'olcott School for 

the purpose. It will, however, be noted that this particular 

project was rather long bearing fruit, for such was not com

pleted until 1921. From 1913 through 1915 the usual routine 

matters appeared before the Societ\·, including such additions 

as mosq~ito control, railroad bridge repair, and extension of 

sewage system. 

In February, 1916, a committee consisting of the presidents 

of the Waban Improvement Society. the \.V'aban Woman's Club, 
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the Beacon Club, the Tennis Club, and a few others, \Vas 

formed to discuss the possible question of the establishment of 

a community club house. The result was the purchase of the 

land no\\' O\Yned and occupied by the Waban Neighborhood 
Club, and the erection thereon, in the following year, of the 

present Club House. During this year also, it was proposed 
th~t 'v7 aban had grown to such an extent that better fire pro
tection had become necessary, and the proposal for a new fire 

station within the confines of the village was advanced; this 

matter later became an actuality. It likewise became necessary 

this same year to prohibit hunting or shooting of any sort 
\\'ithin the limits of the village. 

In 191 7 the first Bulletin Board was erected at the railroad 

station in which \\·ere placed all notices of public interest to 

the people of Waban. The Society shared that year in the 
lighting of a Community Christmas Tree on the school grounds, 

and although this project \\'JS dropped in 1920, it was resumed 

in l 927. Also in 1917. through the efforts of the Society, the 
erection of a garage in \'V aban \\'as prevented, it being con
sidered by the citizens as unnecessary and detrimental to the 
general beauty of the village. During this \\ ar year, " food 

Production and ConserYation" was sponsored by the Society 

through the \'Var Garden project. and it is interesting to note 
that 718 ,000 square feet of land was harvested by adults, in 

addition to some 77,000 square feet handled by a group of 
twenty-six boys under adult supervision. Purchases of all seed . 

fertilize rs. allotment of land, etc. , was handled most efficiently 

by a committee of the Society on a community basis. The 
~.ponsoring of the Constabulary, or " Home Guard," was like
wise fostered during this war year with considerable success. 

In 1918 the major matter of concern to Waban seemed to 

be extensive street acceptance, and this was the most pressed 

project during the year. although a great deal of the work was 
not.~arried through until subsequent vears. 
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In concluding a history of the Waban Improvement So
ciety, grateful acknowledgment must be made to other Waban 
organizations down through the years for their help and co-op- '_,
eration, such as the church groups, the Waban \X!oman's Club, 
the Parent-Teacher's group, the Waban Neighborhood Club, 
and many other smaller groups. Unless a person has been an 
officer or a member of the board or the head of some committee 
of the Society, he can hardly imagine the time and effort put 
into this work by these public-spirited citizens of the village. It 
would be impossible to pick out certain names of individuals 
who have given so much of their time to this civic work, for to 
name one it would be necessary to name all. Suffice it to say 
here that the past and present residents of this village have the 
Society and these individuals to thank for the splendid growth 
and development of Waban into the attractive suburb we have 
always so much enjoyed and in which we take so much pride. 

I would like to quote from the report of President H . J. 
Pettengill, Jr., made at the Annual Meeting of the Society on 
March 8th , 1932, feeling that his words best e:x:press the general 
scope and functions of the organization from its inception: 
"We are all of us very fond of W aban and are jealous of its 
good name. We want the best for our village and aspire to 
have it equal to or better than any in Metropolitan Boston or 
elsewhere. 

"There is but one way that a group of citizens can accom
plish these aims and obtain real results, and that is through 
banding together in a unified effort to eliminate the objection
able and to promote the worth while; to keep out things not 
of value to the community at large, and stand back of those 
objectives which to the village, as a unit. seem desirable. ' 

"Such accomplishment is best obtained through an or
ganized group which acts as a vigilant society. Let me call to 
your attention a portion of the By-Laws of the Improvement 
Society as originally adopted in 1889: 'It shall be the duty of 
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the Excrntive Committee to \rntch constantly the interests of 

the neighborhood.' 

"Your vigilant organization, then, is your Waban Improve

ment Societ\', anJ while it may fall down here and there and 
not be letter-perfect, nevertheless it is constructively working 

with the interests of the vii !age at heart and is always ready to 
consider the suggestions and constructive criticism of its 

members." 

\X'abrn l mpro\ ement Society 

F. H. Henshaw, Pres. 

Dear Sir: 

Tlie ladies of the Etinice L. Collins Benernlent Society hn-e 

~rent S)-i.62 for ''rOc~kerr and sih-er: half of it to belong to the 

Impro\·ement Society .. rnd lulf to the E.L.C.B.S .. each to ha\C the use 

of all of it. \\'ithout permission from the other. 

\\'a ban. June ~nd. 18l)1. 

I <i Doz. S1'uo11' 

8 Teas 

8 Plates 

Bowls 

Eunice L. Collins Bene\·olent Society. 

Articles Bought 

Alice A. Gould, Tres. 

:! Pitchers 

2 Small Pitchers 

6 Platters 
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W ABAN IMPROVEMENT SOCIETY - PRESIDENTS 

1889-90 William C. Strong 

1890-91 William C. Strong 

1891-92 Frederic H. Henshaw 

J 892-93 Frederic H. Henshaw 

l 893-94 William Saville 
(Resigned); F. A. 
Childs 

I 894-95 Edwin A. Phelps 

I 895-96 W . H. Gould 

1896-97 W. H. Gould 

1897-98 W. H. Gould 

1897-1906 (Lapsed) 

1906-07 Lewi~ H. Bacon, Sr. 

1907 -08 Lucius P. Folsom 

1908-09 Charles C. Blaney 

l ')0')-10 Joseph H. Chadbourne 

1910-11 Lewis H. Bacon, Sr. 

1911-12 Lewis H. Bacon, Sr. 

1912-13 George M. Angier 

1913-14 George M. Angier 

1914-15 Charles A. Andrews 

1915 -16 Charles A. Andrews 

1916-17 Herbert R. Lane 

1917-18 Lawrence Allen 

1918-19 George F. Reinhardt 

1919-20. Hector M. Holmes 

1920-21 Gifford LeClear 

1921-22 Oscar R. Rice, Sr. 

1922-23 Henry C. Robbins 

1923-24 Walter J. l\feadows 

1924-25 Sidney A. Clark 
(Resigned) ; W i 1-
liam C. Holbrook 

1925-26 William C. Holbrook 

l 926-27 William C. Holbrook 

1927-28 William C. Holbrook 
3 yr. tenure by by
laws 
(Resigned); Walter 
J. Meadows 

1928-29 John T. Croghan 

1929-30 John T. Croghan 

1930- 31 John T. Croghan 
3 yr. tenure 

l'.J.)1-:1>2 _R J. Pettengill, Jr. 

1932-33 H.J. Pettengill, Jr. 

I 'X).)-3·i H. J. Pettengill, Jr. 
3 yr. tenure 

1934-35 Louis A. Estes 
1 yr. tenure by by
laws henceforth 

1935-36 Lawrence Allen 

1936- 3 7 Lawrence Allen 

I 937-38 John H. Underhill 

1938-39 John H. Underhill 

1939-40 Philip Ver Planck 

1940-4 l William B. Plumer 

1941-42 Walter B. Hatfield 

1942-43 Newton C. Burnett 

1943-44 Thomas E. Shirley 

1944-4 5 Fred T. ·Hackley 
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EARLY RESIDENTS OF WABAN ACTIVE IN THE AFFAIRS 

OF THE CITY OF NEWTON 

l\fembers of the Ci tr Council: 

Collins - 1890- 1 

McGee --- 18')_., 

Chi!Js - 18<>-i-'> 

Hepner - -- 1 ~FXi 

School Committee: 

Ihcon -- - 1899-'JO 

\X' Jbm Aldermen of the Llrly Days: 

Heymer - l89S 

Wcirdwell - 1900-1 

Webster - 190:i-6 

R1con -- - 1907-9 

Cludbourne --- 1910-1 _., 

Bartlett cc-:- 1913-15 
\ 

Angier - - 1916-19 

Waban beome .1 W .uJ in itself, severed frorn Auburndale, m 
1896. Previously, \Vest Newton Jud also cl.limed WJban. 

Putting the sewer through Wab;in stJ.rted activity in 1907. Lewis 
Bacon was then Alderman. We acquired the sewer without blood 
shed - by some miracle. The sewer was more of an event tlun .1 

present-day resident can possibly imagine. Sent in by Mr. Harry Cogin 
Walker: "A very witty remark was nude to me by Herbert Stetson ~ls 
the sewer was being dug through Chestnut Street which w:ts lighted by 
lanterns every night. Mr. Stetson was leaving my home one e\·ening rnd 
looking at the dispLty of Ltnterns said, 'Harry, it won't be long now 
before you will be connected with some of the best families in town_' ·· 

( 




