
The Artichoke River: A Taking by Newburyport 
 

Until the early 20th century, West Newbury’s meadows and 
hills bordering the Artichoke River not only served centuries-old 
family farms, but, according to a letter published in the New-
buryport Daily News, also offered great beauty, which “depended 
largely upon the brook which ran for more than a mile through 
the centre of the farm, and which of course freely watered the 
pastures and meadows. The long line of willow trees which 
marked either side of this stream, provided an unfailing supply of 
fuel, but of even greater value they made a large part of the beauty 
of the place.” In the course of taking land and water in West 
Newbury, Newburyport’s water commissioners noted “the lament 
of those who regret the passing of the old landscape as a result of 
the improvements at the Artichoke, but [thought] that the new 
lake will more than compensate for what is taken away.”  

How Newburyport came to sell back to West Newbury 
wholesale water taken from the Artichoke River in West Newbury 
(at retail prices) is a book-long story: only an outline fits within 
space available here. It all began with urbanization and pollution 
borne of industrialization. In 1851, Massachusetts’ legislature 
granted Newburyport that portion of Newbury bordering West 
Newbury at the Artichoke, giving West Newbury a new “big city” 
neighbor to the east. This, said the Newburyport Herald, benefited 
the newly annexed property owners because the “advantages 
which [Newburyport] possesses” brought more development.  

The city’s water issues came to a boil in 1893. In January, the 
Newburyport Daily News questioned whether the city’s drinking 
water, then provided by the privately owned Newburyport Water 
Company, was at fault for an outbreak of “winter cholera” or 
typhoid fever. By April, legislative hearings in Boston concerning 
water supplies for Newburyport were underway. It was discov-
ered that the water company, facing insufficient supply, had been 
tapping the polluted Merrimack River in addition to local wells, 
which themselves were far from pristine.  

Selectmen in both Georgetown and West Newbury protested 
proposals by the city’s high-powered advisors (including former 
Governor Long) to have Newburyport take their water. West 
Newbury Select Board chair Charles Ordway testified, “We did 
not think it a serious subject when this hearing began of the city 
of Newburyport taking water from the Artichoke River. . . . It is 
an open river of considerable width. . . . The land is needed by the 
farmers for use for the feeding of their cattle and it would be bad 
for them to have it overflowed, also the overflowing of this 
meadow would stop the drainage of the meadows above, so it 
would injure the health of the residents of the town.” Not much 
later, in June, 1893, the state legislature authorized Newburyport 
to “take, by purchase or otherwise, . . . the Artichoke river in 
West Newbury and Newburyport . . . .” and also to take lands 
associated with the water system. 

Having voted to acquire the waterworks in 1895, New-
buryport undertook a series of studies investigating water sources 
until in 1908 it settled on the Artichoke River, mostly in West 
Newbury. Costs were closely evaluated—except those related to 
taking water and land in West Newbury. Damages in West New-
bury were downplayed with observations that “[t]he city wanted 
such a small amount of water that it would be hardly apprecia-
ble.” Land belonging to the Emery sisters and others was con-
demned in March and construction began shortly thereafter. The 
pumps at Storey Avenue were started up in July, 1908. Meanwhile 
that year, the legislature had quietly granted Newburyport more 
expansive takings authorization, among other things empowering 
it to serve Newbury’s water needs.  

By 1914 the city was pumping the Artichoke’s holding pond at 

Storey Avenue dry, in good part because largely unmetered users 
were wasting water. The city decided to “build a dam in the upper 
basin a little east of the Plummer Spring road. . . .” To the con-
sternation of those in Town, more West Newbury land and water 
was taken in May of 1914, dam construction was well underway in 
November, and completed that winter.  

In 1916, West Newbury’s wealthy Emery sisters offered the 
Town a $300,000 gift comprising a library and, said the Fall River 
Daily Evening News, “[p]rovided that no petty quarrel over its ac-
ceptance arises,. . . water mains laid from the Artichoke river . . . 
through all the principal streets of the town.” A single objection 
relating to proposed use of a veterans’ memorial as a library cost 
the Town not only free waterworks, but also entitlement to Arti-
choke waters or at least an opportunity for greater legal clarity 
concerning water rights.  

Amidst much dispute, a couple of decades later West New-
bury revisited development of its own waterworks. In 1935 the 
Town voted to issue bonds and use Works Project Administra-
tion funding to construct a water system serving Main Street and 
some other areas. The decision was based on an understanding 
among water commissioners in both jurisdictions that West New-
bury would buy back Artichoke water at a profit to Newburyport. 
In 1936 Mayor Andrew “Bossy” Gillis of Newburyport, however, 
blocked the sale, saying “he refuse[d] flatly to have anything to do 
with [West Newbury’s] water project.” West Newbury obtained 
legislation allowing its purchase of Artichoke water without Gillis’ 
approval, but Governor Curley, in Gillis’ camp, vetoed the bill.  

And so West Newbury purchased water from Groveland be-
tween 1936 and 1979. A crisis arose in 1979, when Groveland 
discovered that its wells were contaminated with trichlorethylene, 
leading to an abrupt shutdown of its—and thus West New-
bury’s—water supplies that fall. In October, the Town’s Water 
Commission chair Charles Courtemanche told West Newbury 
town meeting that the polluted water supply, unfit for drinking or 
cooking, would be “stopping in the next three or four days alt-
hough I don’t know where the water is coming from that will 
replace it.” Days later, an emergency tie-in with Newburyport for 
the first time allowed West Newbury’s water system to access 
water from the Artichoke—at a price. 

Also in 1979, Newburyport was planning a new 150-acre res-
ervoir at West Newbury’s Indian and Cherry Hills. Work began in 
the spring of that year and was completed in September of 1981. 
Much of the historic Cherry Hill Nursery was inundated; West 
Newbury’s Moulton Street was rerouted. West Newbury hoped 
that with construction of this 650 million-gallon reservoir entirely 
within the Town’s boundaries, Newburyport would finally grant 
the Town a committed supply of water. These hopes did not ma-
terialize—and have not to this day. 
West Newbury thereupon recommitted to finding its own water 
sources. These efforts culminated in plans to install water wells in 
Town, to the west of the lower Artichoke Reservoir. New-
buryport combated this initiative with a years-long injunction in 
the mid-1980s. After this litigation was dismissed as meritless, 
West Newbury began sourcing a portion of its water from its own 
wells in addition to purchases from Newburyport. Notwithstand-
ing, Newburyport’s 2020 climate change plan included as an im-
mediate strategy, “Review West Newbury’s current wellfield and 
any future proposed wellfield expansion Plans for an excessive 
drawdown, or any other adverse impact, to the city’s reservoirs.” 
To this day, West Newbury remains in pursuit of an ample, relia-
ble water supply it can call its own. 
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