
Did you know there are nine dams on the Assabet River? If 
you’ve ever tried paddling from the headwaters in Westborough 
to Egg Rock in Concord, you certainly do! Two of the dams 
were built after Hurricane Diane of 1955 for flood control. The 
remaining seven are old mill dams, some rebuilt many times 
over on the same site.  In this first of several articles about the 
nine Assabet dams, we will take you on a virtual canoe trip down 
stream to visit each one.  In the second article, we will report 
on the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers’ (Corps) “Assabet River 
Sediment and Dam Removal Study,” which should be completed 
by June . 

Grab your map and climb into your canoe!  We begin our trip 
at the headwaters of the Assabet, where you can paddle, fish and 
enjoy the wildlife of the 310-acre impoundment created behind 
the Nichols Dam in Westborough. This dam was built by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Soil Conservation Service for 
flood control and fish and wildlife development in 1968.  It cre-
ates the A-1 Impoundment, also know as Stump or Mill Pond, 
and the dam’s discharge marks the beginning of the Assabet 
River. As well as holding back flood waters, it can be managed 
to release water during dry periods to maintain a minimum flow 
in the river. 

Heading downstream you leave Westborough and enter 
Northborough. The first mill dam is the Aluminum City Dam or 
Old Sawmill Dam just upstream of Route 20. Built in 1925 of 
stone masonry and granite block, this dam spans a narrow chan-
nel. According to visual inspection by the Corps, the dam is in 
very poor condition, with top masonry rows missing, as are the 
abutment walls downstream. The dam is relatively small, being 
8.5 feet high with a crest width of 60 feet. It is owned by 86-88 
Main St., LLC of Southborough and has no hazard rating (see 
box on page 7) due to its small size.  

Next you will come to the Allen Street Dam also known as the 
Assabet River or Woodside Dam, which creates the impound-
ment spanned by the Wachusett Aqueduct just upstream. Built in 
1900 of stone masonry and granite block, the dam is part of an 
old mill complex. The complex has been converted to condos, 
some of which span the river. According to visual inspection by 
the Corps, the dam and its left abutment are in poor condition. 
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Aluminum City Dam (left) and Allan 
Street Dam (right), both in Northbor-
ough.  Photos courtesy of the Army 
Corps of Engineers.
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The outlet appears to be in very poor condition and its channel 
overgrown with vegetation. The dam is relatively small, being 12 
feet high with a crest width of 95 feet. It is owned by Montrose 
Northborough LLC of Allston and has a “significant hazard 
potential” rating. 

As the river becomes flanked by a broad wetland area, we come 
upon the Tyler Dam, built by the Soil Conservation Service in 
1965 in Marlborough. It is a flood control dam, so the river pass-
es under it, not over it, except during floods. The centerpiece of 
the Sudbury, Assabet, and Concord flood control system, rising 
water floods a valley preserved for that purpose, holding back a 
large volume of water and releasing it slowly.

Paddling further downstream we encounter Hudson Dam 
located just upstream of Washington Street/Rte. 85 in the center 
of town. Built of stone masonry in a narrow river channel, the 
dam was constructed in 1860.  According to the Corps, the dam 
is in fair condition. It is 15 feet high with a crest width around 67 
feet, and is owned by the Town of Hudson. It has a “significant 
hazard potential” rating.

After rounding the Orchard Hill drumlin, the river becomes 
deeper and slower leading down to Gleasondale Dam in Stow. 
The first dam on this site was built around 1735 to power a 
saw mill. The current dam was built in the 1920’s to power the 
subsequent woolens mill. Built of stone,  it spans a narrow river 
channel and has masonry abutments. Visual inspection by the 
Corps showed that the dam and abutments are in overall good 
condition, although the sluice gate is in poor condition. Flow is 
diverted through and under the adjacent mill building. The dam 
is 12 feet high with a crest width of 95 feet. It is owned by FLB 
Inc. of Stow and has a “low hazard potential” rating. Water in the 
impoundment serves fire protection needs of the mill buildings.

A paddle through the slow-moving 5-mile-long impoundment 
passing between the Stow Town Forest and the Assabet River 
National Wildlife Refuge ends at the largest dam on the river, 
the Ben Smith Dam in Maynard. On the southerly side of Route 
117, the dam was built in 1870 to power the woolen mill con-

structed in the late 1840’s by Amory Maynard. It is built of gran-
ite blocks on a sloping ledge. The dam is about 9 feet high on 
the left bank and 3 feet on the right bank, with a crest fully 170 
feet wide. Visual inspection by the Corps showed that the dam 
is in fair condition. It has a “significant hazard potential” rating. 
The Ben Smith Dam is owned by Wellesley/Rosewood/Maynard 
Mills, L.P. of Maynard, the owners of Clock Tower Place (CTP), 
the nearby mill complex of Amory Maynard. 

A 1600-foot long canal diverts water from the impoundment, 
ending at a gatehouse which controls the flow into two mill 
ponds at CTP. Water flows under the CTP buildings and dis-
charges back to the Assabet off Walnut Street. The ponds serve 
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Tyler Dam, a flood control dam in Marlborough

Hudson Dam.  Photo courtesy of the Army 
Corps of Engineers

Gleasondale Dam Ben Smith Dam
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as a back-up water source for firefighting at the mill buildings 
and reflects the mill buildings on its placid surface.

Water began to be used to power the woolen mill in the late 
1800’s. The existing hydroelectric turbine was installed around 
1917. In 1983, the federal agency responsible for permitting 
hydroelectric power, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 
(FERC), authorized the Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC), 
the successor to the 1950 owners of the mill, to generate hydro-
electricity. However, a feasibility study for DEC showed the 
original equipment to be in unreliable condition. This authoriza-
tion automatically passed on to successor owners of the mill. 
Subsequently, an application to surrender this authorization was 
initiated by Wellesley/Rosewood in 2002. This surrender was 
accepted by FERC in 2004, subject to flow management and 
monitoring conditions. 

Under the terms of DEC’s original authorization and the surren-
der, mill owners must not divert river water into the mill ponds 
if river flow drops to 39 cubic feet per second (cfs) or less. 
Under these conditions, the gates controlling flow from the river 
into the mill ponds must remain closed. Wellesley/Rosewood 
recently replaced these gates because the old gates leaked and 
were difficult to operate. They have also installed flow monitor-
ing gages in the river and canal (go to www. bensmithdam.com), 
as required. Maintaining a minimum flow in the river during 
low flow periods, as part of a natural flow regime, protects fish 
habitat, water quality, and recreational and permitted commercial 
uses by downstream businesses.

Although Wellesley/Rosewood surrendered DEC’s authoriza-
tion to generate power in 2004, they have recently decided 
to re-evaluate the production of hydropower at the mill. In 
2007 Wellesley/Rosewood received a $500,000 grant from the 
Massachusetts Renewable Energy Trust to study, design, and 
construct a hydropower system. Operating such a system will 
require a new authorization by FERC. FERC’s review process 
provides for public review and comment. 

Back in our canoe, the second-largest impoundment, Ripple 
Pond, is created by the Powdermill Dam along the north side 
of Route 62 in Acton. According to its owner, Acton Hydro 
Company of Northborough, the current dam was built in 1835  
on the site of multiple dams and small black powder mills 
known for at least eleven explosions. It is an earthen dam with 
a spillway of stone masonry and a concrete crest and a wooden 
flashboard structure to raise the impoundment level for hydro-
power production. The dam rises 16 feet above the downstream 
river bed and is 420 feet long, including the spillway.  The spill-
way crest, on the right bank, is 7 1⁄2 feet above the downstream 
river bed and is 77 feet long. The dam has a “significant hazard  
potential” rating.

Hydroelectric generating equipment was installed in 1923 and 

operated until 1964. It was then used only periodically until 
2000.  Michael Coates purchased the dam and small hydroelec-
tric facility several years ago and, when repairs are completed, 
plans to sell the electricity to Concord Municipal Light Plant.  
The hydro facility is “run-of-river,” which means that it does 
not manipulate the flow of the river nor divert the river’s water. 
Hence the plant’s electricity output is in direct proportion to the 
flow of the river and it typically shuts down during low-flow 
summer and fall months. 

The Powdermill impoundment has been drawn down since 2004 
when a sinkhole formed at the flood gate due to the poor condi-
tion of a buried steel conduit. The impoundment has remained 
low to allow for dam repair. The repairs should be completed by 
fall 2008, which will include completing modifications to the 
spillway to pass more flow and installing a slot for a fish ladder 
when and if fish passage becomes necessary. Currently fish pas-
sage is not required because there are no migrating fish reaching 
that location. 

The last dam on the Assabet is the Damonmill Dam in West 
Concord. The dam site dates from a bog iron works established 
in 1658, and later a cotton and woolens mill operated by the 
Damon family. Although the dam is breached, it does back up 
water during floods. 

The Wild & Scenic River section of the Assabet starts 1,000 feet 
below the Damonmill Dam. No more portages! 

Powdermill Dam.
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OAR will be working with the watershed communities to fully 
understand the sediment and dam study, its conclusions, and the 
full range of alternatives that could succeed in cleaning up the 
river. This series of articles is one small piece of that process. 
We hope you find it interesting, thought-provoking, and use-
ful. Please let us know if you have any questions that we could 
include! 

OAR will also be holding workshops with communities with 
dams or impoundments this fall where residents can come and 
learn and share their thoughts. Stay tuned for more details.v

Sources: Assabet River, Massachusetts, Sediment and Dam 
Removal Study (draft), Army Corps of Engineers, Jan. 2007; 
Concord Magazine, Spring 2002 (www/concordma/com/
magazine); “Suasco projects take shape in area”, Worcester 
Telegram-Evening Gazette, March 25, 1965, reprinted by 
Northeastern Worcester and Middlesex Conservation Districts. 
Thanks to Joe Mullin, Wellesley/Rosewood, and Michael Coates, 
Acton Hydro, for their input.

Hazard ratings

Everyone has heard terrifying tales of dams bursting during floods and washing away people and property. The Hazard Potential 
Classification is designed to predict how likely it is that a break in a dam would damage property or take lives. The classifica-
tion is made by the Office of Dam Safety in the Mass. Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR). It does not indi-
cate how likely a dam is to fail, which is determined by the condition of the dam. Dam owners are responsible for registering, 
inspecting, and reporting inspection results to the Office of Dam Safety and maintaining their dams in good operating condition. 

High Hazard Potential refers to dams located where failure will likely cause loss of life and serious damage to homes, indus-
trial or commercial facilities, important public utilities, main highways or railroads. None of the Assabet Watershed dams are 
rated High Hazard.

Significant Hazard Potential refers to dams located where failure may cause loss of life and damage homes, industrial or com-
mercial facilities, secondary highways or railroads, or interrupt the use or service of relatively important facilities. Four Assabet 
River dams in the study are rated Significant Hazard: Allen Street, Hudson, Ben Smith, and Powdermill. 

Low Hazard Potential refers to dams located where failure may cause minimal property damage to others. Loss of life is not 
expected. The Gleasondale Dam is rated Low Hazard.

The Aluminum City Dam in Northborough is considered “non-jurisdictional,” falling below size thresholds for rating. 

Sources: ACOE, DCR Office of Dam Safety
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Please note:  this article is a reprint from OAR’s June 2008 newsletter.


