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Somerville was once bustling with trains, and John Roderick has spent his life chronicling their history

At one time, you couldn't get anywhere by train in New England from the north side of Boston without going through Somerville. The city was a vital hub for railroads in the 1800s and early 1900s.

"The railroads had an influence on practically every aspect of life here," said lifelong Somerville resident John Alan Roderick, who has made a hobby of studying the history of railroads and how they affected Somerville, its commerce and those who lived here. "Railroads in Somerville were the single most land-intensive occupant, they supported almost every industry and there were stations all over the city for commuters."

In fact, Roderick said, one of the lines in Somerville - the Fitchburg Railroad - grew to become the keystone of the Boston and Maine line. The Fitchburg was one of the four largest railroad lines in Somerville. There was also the Boston and Lowell line, the Boston and Maine and the Eastern. The first train to go through Somerville was the Boston and Lowell line in 1836. Fitchburg was the last to be built in 1845.

The railroad also contributed to Somerville in other ways as it was a huge employer. "And it was a big taxpayer because it was so land intensive," said Roderick.

For the many years, Roderick has been a member of the Boston and Maine Railroad Historical Society - a group dedicated to preserving and collecting documents and artifacts pertaining to railroad history. He has held every position in the society possible, including editor of the quarterly magazine it publishes. Currently, he is serving as the assistant to the editor of the magazine but is working independently on an article on the history of Somerville railroads.

Roderick can't remember exactly when he became so interested in railroads, but he knows it was during his childhood. One couldn't miss watching the trains go by growing up on the north side of Spring Hill, he said. "It was a natural thing to be around the railroads," he said.

And when he was in elementary school, Roderick discovered the Railroad Enthusiasts - a group of people who rented the trains and then ran special excursions for residents. "I got their fliers and then went on some of the trips," he said. "Through those trips, I met people who knew everything about trains."


Before, World War I there were a number of stations for Somerville commuters: Winter Hill, Prospect Hill, Somerville Highlands, West Somerville (in Davis Square), and Porter Square. "The peak of the railroad for commuters in Somerville was prior to World War I," Roderick said. "After that, the stations began to decline as cars became more prevalent."

The railroads continued to thrive for freight service, however. "They supported the slaughter houses and numerous industries such as the Ford Motor Company, which received all its heavy parts via rail," he said. "And at one time there were over 20 different designated railroad yards here, all clustered together used for storage of empty freight cars."

Yet the heyday for even freight service came to an end, Roderick said. With the develop-ment of the Interstate Highway system in the early 1950s, railroads were not needed as much to transport materials for business and industry.

"The only station that's still here in a recognizable form is Somerville Highlands," Roderick said.

But parts of the stations, although not in their original format, can still be found in Somerville. The old wooden Winter Hill station, Roderick said, has been moved to two spots in the city. A residence on Medford Street, between Trull Street and Partridge Avenue, has some of its wood as does a residence on the northeast corner of Hinckley Street and Fisk Avenue.

Some stations were dissembled stone by stone. "Some of the stones from old stations were used to build the field house at Powder House Park," Roderick said.

Two of the major commuter lines still run through Somerville. The Fitchburg line runs down Somerville Avenue and serves Porter Square; the Lowell line goes under Lowell Street and through Ball Square.

And because a lot of land that the railroads occupied opened up when the lines stopped running, they provided spaces in this tight city that most likely would not have been used, according to Roderick.

"When the paths of the railroad were abandoned, they bequeathed rights of way that might never have been created otherwise," he said. "Now, in their place, we have the community bike path. As modest as that might seem it terms of the actual size of the land, it's a tremendous community asset."
