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Natural, Cultural, &
Historic Resources

The most valuable characteristics of a community, to a large extent, are defined by its
unique natural environment along with the cultural and historic heritage accumulated
through generations of human interaction with this environment. As development
pressures continue to increase, the preservation and promotion of the Town’s critical
natural resources and cultural/historic assets are critical to the identity and sense of place
the community values. This Element of the Master Plan inventories the Town's primary
natural, cultural, and historic resources and identify strategies and priorities for the
protection and enhancement of these resources.

Key Findings

e The Town has a rich agricultural past that is evident in its scenic landscapes and is celebrated through
large community events including Applefest.

¢ Numerous dams without historical significance, including some with high or significant hazards, could
be removed to enhance water-based recreational opportunities within Town such as kayaking along
the Assabet River.

e Northborough is very community-spirited; local organizations support charitable causes, major
cultural events such as Applefest and the Annual Harvest Craft Fair, and other community
programming.

e Northborough is active in its own preservation and residents are engaged in its history, as exemplified
by the Town's Demolition Delay Bylaw and the numerous organizations dedicated to conserving and
communicating the Town'’s history.

e The Town has a robust inventory of historic resources that document Northborough's extensive
heritage. A number of these resources, including the White Cliffs property, have uncertain futures.
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Baseline Conditions Analysis

Natural Resources

The Town of Northborough has a wealth of natural resources that support the vitality of
the environment and the quality of life at both the local and regional levels. Bodies of water,
wetlands, and forests with extensive trail systems and conservation land offer critical
habitat to wildlife and enable important ecological functions. Heritage landscapes® and
farmland provide scenic attractions and contribute to the Town’s economic vibrancy. The
Town and its residents reside in a mosaic of landscapes and rich bio-diversities formed by
these valuable natural elements. This section of the Master Plan is developed upon the
latest Open Space and Recreation Plan undertaken by the Central Massachusetts Regional
Planning Commission in 2010. It intends to offer a high-level overview of the Town'’s natural
resources as detailed in the Open Space and Recreation Plan.

Geology, Soils, and Topography

Northborough contains six of the general soil types defined by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service. The most prevalent soil type are well-drained soils
on slopes of less than 15 percent. The Soil Conservation Service has mapped three
dominant soil types in Northborough (see Figure 3-1 at the end of this chapter). These are
the Hinckley-Merrimac-Windsor soils, the Paxton-Woodbridge-Canton soils, and the
Chatfield-Hollis soils. Mount Pisgah is notably composed of bedrock with a layer of glacial
till. Near the top of the mountain, the soils are shallow and much closer to bedrock. The
mountain is a heterogeneous mixture of different rock types, the most prevalent of which
is mafic gneiss.

Topography has been one of the defining features of development patterns in
Northborough. Most of the Town'’s land area, over 80 percent, has a slope of less than
15 percent, which is suitable for development. Soils capable of supporting residential,
commercial, or industrial land uses make up about 40 percent of the Town. Additionally,
approximately 75 percent of the Town's soils can support agriculture and 100 percent of
the soils are beneficial for recreational and woodland uses.

Landscape

Northborough is characterized by a series of rolling hills with higher elevations in the
Town's western half and gently sloping terrain in its eastern half. The local hills include Ball
Hill, Boston Hill, Chestnut Hill, Edmund Hill, Fay Hill, Ghost Hill, Mount Pisgah, Rock Hill,
Cedar Hill, Sulphur Hill, Tomblin Hill, Bartlett Hill, and Mount Assabet. The lowest elevation
in Town is 250 ft. above sea level and the highest point is Mount Pisgah, with an elevation
of 715 ft.

Water Resources

The most prominent water resource in Northborough is the Assabet River, which travels
through the southeastern section of the Town. The river enters the Town at its border with

° Heritage landscapes are landscapes that embody connections between natural landscapes and human history. They are often
cited as special places that define the character of communities.
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Westborough on Davis Street and exits near the intersection of Boundary Street and
Hudson Street in the Tyler Site conservation land parcel. The river winds through the
Juniper Hill Golf Course and eventually passes underneath Route 20 before flowing into
Marlborough. The Organization for the Assabet River (OAR) has tested the health of the
Assabet River and determined that the stream health and stream flow is of fair quality and
the water quality is good. It is nutrient saturated, with high concentrations of phosphorous
and nitrogen compounds, resulting in the overgrowth of aquatic plants and algae.

Additional open water bodies, not including the Assabet River and its tributaries, account
for 162 acres, or 1.3 percent of the Town'’s total area. The largest bodies of water in the
Town are the two great ponds', Little Chauncey Pond and Solomon Pond, and the two
man-made, fresh-water ponds, Bartlett Pond, and Smith Pond. Figure 3-2 (located at the
end of this chapter) depicts the Town's water resources.

Northborough is entirely in the Sudbury Assabet Concord (SuAsCo) Watershed. The four
tributary watersheds of SuAsCo are the Howard/Cold Harbor Brook Tributary Watershed in
the west and north, the Assabet Headwaters Tributary Watershed in the southwest and
center, the North Brook Tributary Watershed in the north, and the Sudbury Reservoir
Tributary Watershed in the southeastern corner of the Town.

The wetlands in Town serve as recharge areas, provide wildlife habitats, and act as natural
flood retention areas. The principal wetland areas are associated with the SuAsCo flood
control project, along Hop Brook, Cold Harbor Brook, Howard Brook, the Assabet River,
Stirrup Brook and Barefoot Brook. The southeastern portion of the Cold Harbor Brook
Flood Control Site includes a large deep marsh just north of West Main Street. Other deep
marshes exist on the east and west sides of Smith Pond, on the north and south of Bartlett
Pond, and on the north side of the South Street Park near the Westborough town line. In
addition, Crane Swamp drains into the open-channel Wachusett Aqueduct, which
discharges into the Sudbury Reservoir in Southborough.

The Northborough Wetlands Protection Bylaw and Regulations provide more stringent
requirements than the State regulations to further protect wetland resources. The Wetland
Regulations were put into effect in 1993 and amended in 2000. The Wetlands Bylaw grants
authority to the Northborough Conservation Commission to establish wetlands-related
definitions and create uniform procedures and standards to protect wetlands, as well as
related water resources and nearby land areas. According to the Applicability Section 6-
04-020 of the Town of Northborough Municipal Code, any type of wetland is not to be
removed, filled, dredged, built upon, or altered unless permitted by the Conservation
Commission. The Bylaw also restricts activity close to the wetland resource areas by
requiring a 15-foot buffer of no disturbance and a 30-foot buffer prohibiting any type of
structure.

Vegetation

The forests in Northborough are mostly comprised of white pine and hemlock trees. In the
northwest and southwest sections of the Town, which are the only remaining large

10 A great pond is defined in Massachusetts statutes as a pond or lake that is in its natural state at least 10 acres (40,000 m2) in size.
This includes ponds that met the criterion at one time but are now smaller. Massachusetts General Law states that all great ponds
must be open for fishing and boating, including providing reasonable access to the pond, except for reservoirs.
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unfragmented forested areas in the Town, there are also mixed hardwoods present. While
some of the forested sections are owned and protected by the Town, other forests are
privately owned and potentially vulnerable to development. The northwest area of Town
also supports commercial agriculture and several orchards. The forests and farmlands
provide scenic, recreational and conservation value. There are many small wooded areas
scattered throughout Northborough that provide visual screens and add to the rural
character of the Town. The Department of Public Works cares for the public shade trees,
which are in public rights-of-way, Town-owned parks, and cemeteries.

The Massachusetts Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program (NHESP) maintains
a list of all Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA)-listed species observed and
documented in each town. The State-listed rare and endangered plants found in
Northborough are the Lyre-Leaved Rock-Cress, which is endangered and last observed in
1951, and the Pale Green Orchis, which is threatened and last observed in 1946."

Fisheries and Wildlife

The Town-owned conservation land in Northborough is primarily forested. Most privately-
owned lands are small farms, woodlots, or residential areas. Additionally, the
Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife is responsible for a 107-acre wildlife
management area adjacent to Mt. Pisgah. The varied habitats in Northborough provide
wildlife diversity and may contribute to a greater diversity of species. Birds include herons,
swans, hawks, backyard songbirds and numerous waterfowl and turkeys. The mammals are
squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, skunks, woodchucks, deer, foxes, coyotes, beavers, mink,
muskrats, porcupines, weasels, fishers, otters, and black bear. Several large tracts of early
successional habitat exist in Northborough. The expansive, grassy areas provide critical
habitat for a variety of species dependent on open lands such as insects, eastern
meadowlarks, bobolinks, and sparrows.

Open water resources provide for excellent fishing. Streams are regularly stocked with trout
and several ponds are used for ice fishing. The 11 certified vernal pools in Town provide
habitats for animals such as salamanders, wood frogs, and fairy shrimps.

The Massachusetts Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program (NHESP) maintains
a list of all Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA)-listed species observed and
documented in each town. The rare species present in Northborough are the Blue-Spotted
Salamander, the Twelve-Spotted Tiger Beetle, the Purple Tiger Beetle, the American Bittern,
the Golden-winged Warbler, and the Wood Turtle. There are also several NHESP Priority
Habitats of Rare and Endangered Species (see Figure 3-3 at the end of this chapter).

Agriculture

Northborough once had an economy centered on farming. By 1885, the Town was located
at the end of the Agricultural Branch Railroad and contained 132 farms. Presently, there are
four active farms that provide fruits, vegetables, and plants for the immediate and
surrounding community. The larger farms, including Tougas Family Farm, Berberian Farm,
and Davidian Brothers Farm all grow various fruits and vegetables. Another small family-

" Because they are rare, many MESA-listed species are difficult to detect even when they are present. The fact that the 'Most Recent
Observation' recorded for a species may be several years old should not be interpreted as meaning that the species no longer
occurs in a town. However, Natural Heritage regards records older than twenty-five years historic.
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operated farm on Hudson Street, Yellick's Farm, offers produce and cut flowers. There are
also several tree farms in Northborough, including the Bigelow Nurseries, and three small
Christmas Tree farms, namely the Ellsworth Christmas Tree Farm, Conifer Falls Farm, and
Holloway Tree Farm. The Tougas, Berberian, and Davidian farms total 270 acres and were
all cited by the Open Space Committee as picturesque landscapes with viewsheds that
need to be preserved and protected. The Tougas and Davidian farms are enrolled in the
Agricultural Preservation Restriction program. Figure 3-4 (located at the end of this
chapter) illustrates the agricultural resources in Northborough.

Northborough has an exceedingly popular community garden program with 30 plots on
Valentine Road. The program is managed by the Town’s Recreation Department. The
adjacent community of Berlin, Massachusetts partners with Northborough to have their
unclaimed community garden plots used by Northborough residents.

Threats to Natural Resources

Typical of other communities within the region, Northborough is faced with environmental
challenges associated with land use changes and development trends that need to be
addressed to achieve sustainability with respect to the Town's natural resources.

Hazardous Materials and Waste Sites

Northborough has a number of contaminated sites resulting from former industrial uses.
As of June 2018, the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection has
119 Waste Sites/Reportable Releases listed for the Town; the earliest reported release was
on January 15, 1987. These sites/releases extend across 94 locations associated with Exxon,
Texaco, Raytheon, New England Telephone, Toys R Us, Sweetlife Foods, and the Westboro
State Hospital, among others.

Development Impact

The historically forested, agricultural, and open land areas in Northborough have been
encroached upon over time by residential and commercial/industrial development.
Through development regulations, permitting practices, and resource conservation and
acquisition, the Board of Selectmen, Town Planner, the Planning Board, the Conservation
Commission, and area residents work together to minimize negative development impacts
and to promote positive smart growth principles in proposed development projects.

As a result of the increased development, higher rates of erosion have occurred at some
roads in the Town, especially near densely populated areas, due to reduced filtration of
surface water runoff from expansive asphalt-paved and other impermeable surfaces.

Environmental Equity/Access

Access to recreation and open space areas in Northborough is generally very good. Areas
for passive recreation are present in all parts of the Town, from Mt. Pisgah and Edmund
Hill Woods in the north, to Westborough Wildlife Management Area/Crane Swamp, with
limited public accessibility, in the southeast, to the New England Forestry Foundation
conservation area in the west. The active recreation areas are largely part of school grounds
or on major arteries that are publicly accessible.
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Dams

According to the most recent mapping data, there are 16 dams in Northborough. Of this
number, three are labeled as a high or significant hazard. The two high hazard dams are
Hop Brook Dam, just west of Route 20 over Hop Brook, and Cold Harbor Brook Dam, north
of West Main Street over Cold Harbor Brook. The one dam labeled a significant hazard is
the Assabet River Dam, located near Allen Street over the Assabet River (see Figure 3-5 at
the end of this chapter). Some of the dams in Northborough are located on private
property. According to the Conservation Commission, the dams in the Town are potentially
restrictive to increasing recreational pursuits on the Assabet River. Due to dam locations,
there are few places on the Assabet River that provide the opportunity for extended and
uninterrupted kayak or canoe trips. Additionally, dams can negatively impact the water
quality and wildlife habits, and their removal can be a positive for habitat restoration.
However, it should also be recognized that many of the dams are historic and affiliated
with the old manufacturing industries in Northborough. Some of the dams still carry out
significant flood control functions and should be restored or repaired, such as the Cold
Harbor Dam at Hudson Street that holds back a scenic pond called Wallace Pond.

Invasive Species

Invasive species are non-native species that have spread into native systems. Invasive
species cause economic or environmental harm by developing self-sustaining populations
and becoming dominant and/or disruptive to native systems. These plants can outcompete
and choke garden plants, bushes, and even trees.

Throughout the forested upland, wetlands, and grassed yards of Northborough, Oriental
bittersweet and Japanese knotweed are a common and unwanted sight. The Massachusetts
Invasive Plants Advisory Group maintains a current list of invasive species threatening these
areas on their website and it is updated regularly. The group urges residents to look for
tree of heaven, autumn olive, Asian honeysuckle plants and a weed known as mile-a-
minute vine. The Northborough Conservation Commission manages aquatic nuisance
vegetation in Bartlett Pond. Watermilfoil, fanwort, and water chestnut are often introduced
when boats and equipment are not cleaned properly before entering the waterway.

Although never spotted in Northborough, residents are urged to watch for indicators of
the Asian Longhorned beetle, which are a threat to hardwood trees. The U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA) is working on the control of a recent outbreak in nearby towns, and
citizen observers play a key role in controlling the spread of this devastating pest. Other
pests on the USDA's list of invasives currently in Massachusetts include the emerald ash
borer beetle and the European gypsy moth. Residents are strongly encouraged to utilize
information available online and at Town Hall to help manage and reduce the spread of
invasive species.

Cultural Resources

Northborough's cultural assets help establish its character and sense of place. Consisting
of active entities, Town-wide events, and an ever-changing roster of programming
centered around the arts and the social culture of the community, these assets help link
residents to one another, their heritage, and the Town that they all share. In turn, these
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Figure 3-6 Historic Resources
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