New View Cohousing – A 15-Year Retrospective

By David A. Hoffman
“I’ve been wondering,” an Acton neighbor told me recently, “what kind of community is on Half Moon Hill?”  The community, New View Cohousing, has been part of Acton for 15 years, and yet it remains unknown to many – even to those, like my neighbor, who live only a few blocks away.  “People in town don’t know what your community is about,” she said.  “Someone should write an article for the Beacon about it.”
Over the years there have been occasional articles in the Beacon and the Boston Globe.  But now that New View is marking its fifteenth anniversary, perhaps it is time for another.

New View is one of approximately 120 cohousing communities in the United States – ten of these are in Massachusetts.  There are more than 200 such communities in Scandinavia and the Netherlands.  The purpose of cohousing is to create a neighborhood in which people know each other and help each other out.  Most cohousing communities, like New View, also try to be environmentally aware in their home-design and land-use decisions.

New View got its start in 1989, when three of the original members of the community met at a party in Boston and began to discuss a book that had been reviewed in the Utne Reader: Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to Housing Ourselves, by architects Kathryn McCamant and Charles Durrett.  They decided to explore the idea and invited interested people from the Boston area to join their discussions.  Soon meetings were scheduled on a regular basis with a gradually growing group.

From 1989 to 1995, meetings were held approximately every ten days in Watertown, Cambridge, and Concord.  Decisions – on such topics as bylaws, site selection, architect selection, home cost and design – were made by consensus, and all points of view were heard and considered.  With so many meetings, and so many decisions, plus the occasional retreat or social event, we became a community even before our groundbreaking in 1995.
New View’s 20-acre site – located off Central Street next to Idylwilde Farms, with a road called Half Moon Hill running through it – was a farm dating back to Colonial times.  The original homestead, still standing, was built in 1735, and has now been subdivided into two homes, surrounded by 22 additional single-family and two-family homes.  An important feature of the site design was to keep roads and parking on the periphery, thus making our walking paths safer for children and other pedestrians.
Construction of these homes took a year (1995-96), much of it during one of the snowiest winters in memory.  Each family contributed money for the purchase of the land, and then paid separately for their homes after construction of each home was completed.  New View’s legal structure is a condominium, and therefore each home has its own kitchen, dining area, etc.

By 1998, the community had saved enough money to build a 5,000-square-foot common house – one of the most important features of a cohousing community.  The Common House has a large kitchen and a dining area large enough to fit the whole community, as well as a children’s play room, a woodworking shop, and an alcove for mailboxes and a community bulletin board.  Having our mail delivered to the Common House brings more people there, and increases community interaction.
New View uses the Common House for social events – such as plays, musical performances, and slide shows – and regularly scheduled events, such as yoga classes and meals once or twice a week.  Some community gatherings have become traditions, such as an ice cream social on the last day of school, a May Pole celebration, and a New Year’s Day music jam.  Occasionally, the Common House is used for events to which the entire Acton community is invited.  (For example, on September 14, at 7-9 p.m., Sen. Jamie Eldridge will be speaking at the Common House for a campaign event.)
The New View community has expanded during the past 15 years, even though there is no room for more construction.  In addition to the 24 households on the New View site, a dozen other households participate as community members or associate members (depending on their level of involvement).  Several of these families live in homes near New View on Central Street, Gregory Lane, Elm Street, and Wright Terrace in Acton.

In the 24 households on the site, there are 44 adults and 25 children (including some in college), and with the associate and community members included, New View has a total of 62 adults and 31 children.  There is considerable diversity of age (our youngest resident is a toddler and our oldest are in their sixties and seventies), religion, socio-economic background, as well as some diversity of ethnicity and sexual orientation.  Our members are engaged in a wide variety of occupations, and several serve on town boards and local civic organizations.
One of the most important links that binds the community together is email.  This may seem ironic, since one of the goals of cohousing is to recreate a village-like feeling of personal connection.  We do see each other a lot as we come and go, do projects together, and have meals together.  But, just as important, in some respects, is the electronic bulletin board where each day there may be as many as 10 or 15 New View email messages, on the widest range of subjects imaginable.  It may be a request to look after a pet while a family is on vacation, or an invitation to a birthday or graduation party, or an inquiry about a local restaurant that just opened, or commentaries about the best way to keep deer out of the vegetable garden.

Last week one of my New View neighbors sent out an email on a Saturday night asking for computer help as soon as possible because of a deadline (she wanted to know how to create a “PDF” document).  I called to offer assistance about an hour after the email was sent, and was happily told “problem solved” – several neighbors had already contacted her.

Helping each other is one of the joys of community.  When our children were young, my wife and I were able to go away for a weekend on our anniversary every year because two of our dear neighbors offered to spend the weekend at our house.  Over the years, those neighbors became like aunt and uncle to our children.
In fact, family is a good metaphor for what New View has created.  Our feeling of community is more than neighborliness – somewhere between being friends and relatives.  Of course, not everyone likes all of their relatives, and it is not surprising that some residents feel closer than others.
But the hallmark of life at New View is that we are a mutually supportive community that has shared many joyous events – and several sad ones – together.  Three community members have died since 1995.  Nine children were born here.  The community has helped families in crisis, including a fire in one home.  Gardening together, working on maintenance projects, cutting the grass (snow removal is contracted out), attending meals from time to time, and participating in community meetings (now monthly instead of every 10 days) are among the rituals that weave the tapestry of our community life.

Before my wife and I moved here, we wondered whether we would be sacrificing privacy and feel social pressure to participate in all community events.  We worried about whether the value of our home would hold up.  None of our concerns materialized.  Home values have been strong, and we found that our neighbors value privacy as much as we do.  And while the community wrestles with the question of how to allocate the work that needs to be done and promote more participation at times, my wife and I – who are not among the most regular participants in community events – feel totally accepted.

To live in a community with people that we care about and respect – to share in the work of being architects and builders of a tiny village, set off just a bit from the main path but nevertheless part of the larger Acton community -- has been a joy and adventure for fifteen years.  And as my wife and I get closer to retirement age, we have no plans to move.  Let the adventure continue!!
[David A. Hoffman is a lawyer and mediator at Boston Law Collaborative, LLC.  Information about New View – and a longer version of this article – are available at www.NewView.org.] 
