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T
he word “farmstead” often brings bucolic images 
to mind that include expansive pastures, fields of 
crops, and livestock. But as farmsteads go, this 
is a small one: sitting on just a little more than a 

half acre in the Mattapan section of Boston, it includes 
a house, barn, greenhouse, and field enough to grow 
a cornucopia of produce to share with the immediate 
neighborhood and beyond.

Since opening in June 2018 after a one-and-a-half 
year rehabilitation project, the Fowler Clark Epstein 
Farm at 487 Norfolk St. has become a much-prized 
institution. Besides the vital role it plays as a supplier of 
fresh, locally grown produce, Fowler Clark Epstein has 
cultivated a vibrant, thriving place that matters where 
there was once a barren property.

“It’s like a mission,” said Michelle Cook, property 

manager of the Urban Farming Institute (UFI), which 
is headquartered at Fowler Clark Epstein. “Find land, 
make it affordable for people in Roxbury, Dorchester, 
and Mattapan to farm.” UFI oversees five farms in these 
three contiguous sections of Boston, which are home to 
the city’s largest populations of people of color. Those 
areas also have lower median household incomes than 
Boston as a whole. “People who look like us do this 
type of work,” she said of the longtime engagement 
of communities of color in growing food, whether in a 
backyard garden or an urban farm.  

Adapting the Fowler Clark Epstein property as an 
urban agricultural site harkens back to its life as a farm 
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Mattapan, 
when the neighborhood was a rural village in the town of 
Dorchester.

The Fowler Clark Epstein Farm on Norfolk Street in Mattapan in full growth. Photograph by Peter Vanderwarker, courtesy of 
Historic Boston Incorporated. 
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The Fowler Clark Epstein Farm 
is a highly successful example of 
preservation and adaptive reuse 
that capitalizes on the grassroots 
nationwide commercial urban 
agriculture movement. Broadly 
speaking, urban agriculture 
encompasses those production 
activities that contribute to local 
food supply chains. They include 
a range of traditional as well as 
novel food-growing practices, from 
ground-level to greenhouse to 
rooftop cultivation. Other activities 
include flower growing, beekeeping, 
and seed production. 

An important feature of urban 
agriculture is its proximity to 
consumers—it makes fresh, healthy 
foods accessible and affordable. 
It also engenders a structure of 
community engagement that cannot 
exist with distanced, large-scale 
agriculture and food production 
operations—growers and consumers 

are members of the community. 
In 2013, the city of Boston 

adopted a rezoning initiative called 
Article 89 to support and promote 
commercial urban food-growing 
activities. Article 89 expanded the 
reach of personal and community 
gardening, enabling economic 
empowerment through city 
farming business development as 
well as helping to eliminate the 
food insecurity that can beset 
marginalized and lower-income 
communities.

According to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
urban farms can also revitalize 
abandoned or underutilized land, 
provide social and economic 
benefits to communities, and have 
positive effects on the cityscape. 
Fowler Clark Epstein Farm has 
accomplished all those things.

Historic Boston Incorporated 
(HBI), a non-profit investor that 

spearheads redevelopment and 
reuse of disregarded significant 
historic buildings in the city, 
acquired the property in 2015. 
HBI partnered with UFI, The 
Trust for Public Land (TPI), and 
the North Bennet Street School’s 
preservation carpentry program to 
get the farm up and running again. 
The Perkins+Will architectural firm 
led the farmhouse and barn design 
team. The plan was to restore the 
place as UFI’s headquarters, which 
would include an urban farming 
education and training center.

HBI owns Fowler Clark Epstein 
Farm and UFI is a tenant with a 
six-year lease, said Kathy Kottaridis, 
HBI’s executive director. After 
completing the Federal Historic 
Tax Credit mandatory compliance 
period of five years’ occupancy—
some time in 2023 or 2024—HBI 
expects to “sell” the farm to UFI 
with a preservation easement 
that HBI will hold in perpetuity, 
Kottaridis said. The partnership of 
HBI, UFI, TPL and North Bennet 
Street School determined that as 
the course of action “long before 
we raised the money, hammered a 
nail or laid down new soil,” she said, 
noting that HBI's strategy “is to sell 
our properties with easements upon 
completion to demonstrate that 
historic properties can continue to 
thrive in a contemporary city.”

The property, owned by the Ida 
Gertrude Epstein Family Revokable 
Trust, had been lying fallow for 
several years. In 2012, after a 
tenant had been evicted, the city 
seized it after neighbors’ complaints 
about the property’s blighted 
state. The last owner-occupant, 
Norman Epstein, who died in 2013, 
apparently hadn’t lived there for 
some time. His mother, Ida, had 
passed away in 2010. The family 

A view inside the greenhouse, which was constructed in the farm’s backyard as part of the 
property rehabilitation project. Produce is grown year-round at Fowler Clark Epstein. Photograph 
by Nicolas Hyacinthe.
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patriarch, Jorge, had died in 1998. 
The city placed a lien on the 

property and a lengthy court battle 
with the Epstein estate ensued. 
The estate hoped to sell the site 
to a developer, which would have 
meant replacing the colonial-era 
farmhouse and the Victorian-period 
barn to construct an apartment 
complex.

The 30,000-square-foot site 
has always been a unique fixture 
amid the multifamily houses built 
during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, modest 
mid-twentieth-century apartment 
buildings, and some single-family 
residences. Although the property 
underwent many changes in its 
centuries-old presence, few of 
those changes kept pace with those 
of the surrounding neighborhood. 
That distinguishes Fowler Clark 
Epstein Farm as one of the 
remaining earliest intact vernacular 
examples of an agricultural property 
in a Massachusetts city. In 2006, 
the Boston Landmarks Commission 
designated it a landmark.

Fowler Clark Epstein Farm is 
located on land that was once part 
of a more than 330-acre estate. 

At that time, Mattapan was a village 
of the largely agrarian town of 
Dorchester. In 1786, Samuel Fowler 
inherited thirty-five acres of the 
estate; construction of the single-
family farmhouse is attributed to 
him sometime between 1786 and 
1806. Fowler died that year and 
left his wife, Mary, one-third of the 
farm—or eleven and one quarter 
acres—which included the house 
and a barn. In 1837, the Clark 
family purchased the property 
and continued some of its farming 
activities. However, Dorchester’s 
agrarian character was changing, a 
shift that began accelerating after 
the town was annexed to Boston 
in 1870. That set the stage for 
Mattapan’s transformation into one 
of the city’s many residentially dense 
“streetcar suburbs.” 

The property, then known 
as the Fowler Clark Farm, grew 
smaller in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries as it was 
subdivided to build residences in 
the increasingly urban Mattapan. 
The Clarks retained six parcels, just 
a little more than the half acre that 
makes up the farm as it is today. In 
1940, the family sold it to Gertrude 

Miller and Grace Miller Hunt. The 
following year, they sold the Fowler 
Clark Farm to Ida and Jorge Epstein. 
Jorge, a jeweler, also operated an 
architectural salvage business called 
Old Mansions on nearby Blue Hill 
Avenue. The house and yard at 487 
Norfolk St. also featured Jorge’s 
acquisitions, adding a mix of charm 
and quirkiness to the place. 

Jorge acquired materials from 
vacant structures and others that 
had been slated for demolition, 
notably Boston’s West End. Some 
he sold, others he installed on the 
house: Georgian pediments, slate 
slabs etched with the names of 
Jorge’s favorite artists and architects 
set in faux windows, a shingle-
covered cinderblock ell with a Juliet 
balcony he added in 1967 to use 
as his library (when the Epsteins 
purchased the farm it had an ell, 
but that was removed in 1942). Or 
around the yard—gracefully curving 
brickwork and archways, a stone 
water fountain that perhaps was 
removed from the wall of a building, 
a headstone for a dog named Thor. 
Jorge received more than one 
citation for the stuff in his yard. 

The inside of the house 

The farmhouse and barn in August 2013. Despite a high chain-link fence and padlocked gate, trespassers frequently breached the overgrown 
property.
Photographs by Dorothy A. Clark.
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The spacious first floor of the barn was redesigned for use as a 
teaching kitchen. BELOW  Sabrina Pilet-Jones, a member of the Urban 
Farming Institute’s 2017 Farmer Training course, gathering marigolds 
that grow around the property. Photographs by Nicolas Hyacinthe. 

was a canvas for curious design treatments as well, 
among them c. 1970 murals in the two front rooms 
that anachronistically depict the property. One is an 
unfinished nighttime winter scene with firefighters at 
the farmhouse. The other shows the farm in a rural 
setting with a dog chasing a boy, a woman at the side 
of the house, and three men in mid-twentieth-century 
professional dress standing near a “For Sale” sign.

The restored murals remain along with other earlier-
period and some original features, though the farmhouse 
and barn were sensitively rehabilitated. The ell is now a 
residence; where Nataka Crayton and Bobby Walker, 
UFI’s operations manager and farm training manager, 
respectively, make their home. As live-in caretakers 
theirs is a joyous lifestyle in which they revel in sharing 
their extensive knowledge and experience of all aspects 

of urban farming with the community. 
The main part of the farmhouse has meeting rooms 

and public-use space. In the spacious barn there is an 
office work area and a teaching kitchen. UFI offers a 
robust catalogue of programs and events that includes a 
Friday farm stand from June to October with a preorder 
pickup option, workshops led by herbalists, fitness and 
healthy eating programs for seniors, food preservation 
instruction, and talks on home gardening management. 
There is also outreach to young people, with school 
field trips and a mini-farm stand for elementary 
grade students. High schoolers volunteer, helping out 
particularly at harvest time.

Fowler Clark Epstein Farm has captured nationwide 
attention. In the fall of 2020, it was the recipient of the 
prestigious Richard H. Driehaus Foundation National 
Preservation Award. Given by the National Trust, this 
award recognizes the best preservation projects in the 
country. Earlier that year, it was added to the National 
Register of Historic Places. Even passersby are drawn 
inside the farm gate. “Sometimes people walk up and 
inquire, and we give them a tour,” Cook said.

In addition to serving as a health-sustaining green 
space, Fowler Clark Epstein Farm is a place that fosters 
unity through agriculture in an urban community. 
An important part of the farm work is “getting the 
community to understand that it’s really about getting 
to know the land,” said Cook. “We’re teaching the 
community about growing food. It’s great to buy here but 
the important thing is growing.”

The redevelopment of this historic “farmstead” is 
a growing promise in Mattapan. “Every way you look 
at it, the Fowler Clark Epstein Farm is an exercise in 
possibility:  the respectful collaboration between the 
partners, the contributions made by every contractor 
involved in the redevelopment, the generosity of Boston's 
funding community, the participation and excitement 
of the surrounding community in its planning, and the 
instrumental political support of the city,” said Kottaridis. 
“We all saw the possibility of training people to grow 
food here; of making healthy food available where it's 
most needed; of a welcoming place for the community 
to gather; and all the health, wellness, and security that 
would bring a neighborhood with all those desires. And 
guess what? That's exactly what it's become!”  


