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the honor. Detractions included 
the cold weather, lack of arts, and 
high house prices, but the positives 
outweighed the negatives.2

The number-one ranking 
catapulted Nashua into the national 
spotlight, and community and busi-
ness leaders expected that it would 
lead to increased interest in the city 
from business owners and prospec-
tive residents. The New Hampshire 
Association of Commerce and 
Industry received 300 requests for 
information about Nashua, and the 
rating even increased newspaper 
subscriptions and attracted curious 
travelers.3

Hard Times Hit
Not long after Nashua received its title as “Best Place to Live,” the econ-
omy slumped. The country was in the midst of a recession, and in 1989 
many of Nashua’s largest companies laid off significant portions of their 
workforce. The housing market crashed and banks failed, leaving many 
citizens in precarious situations. In 1991, Nashua ranked 233rd on the 
Money magazine list.4 

Nashua Rebounds
Although the economy remained weak, Nashua began to rebound in the 
1990s, thanks to what Carla Fried and Jeanhee Kim describe as “typical 
Yankee bootstrapping.”5 As early as 1992, Nashua ranked 100th, jumping 
over 100 places on the list. Michael Valuk, executive director of the Greater 
Nashua Chamber of Commerce at the time, was not surprised by the upturn. 
He told the Telegraph, “All the key elements dealing with the quality of life 
that pushed us to No. 1 are the same except the economy. But now the rest 
of the country is suffering the same economic malaise we’ve had the past few 
years. We’ve stayed in place, but everyone else is moving up and down. Our 
anchors are still there.”6 The next year, Nashua ranked even higher, at fifty-
five, and was the only New Hampshire community to appear on the list. By 
1996, the city climbed to number forty-two.7 

In the spring of 1997, a reporter from Money magazine visited the city, 
interviewing Nashuans and taking pictures along the way. Perhaps, people 
speculated, the magazine was preparing a ten-year retrospective. Or could 
Nashua have broken back into the top ten? The night before the rankings 
were announced, Mayor Don Davidson got the good news: Nashua had 
reclaimed top honors, becoming the first city to hold the distinction twice.8

Two factors led to the resurgence. The economy had healed, largely 
because of the high-tech surge. New Hampshire had more “techies” per capita 

Mayor Don Davidson displays a bumper 
sticker celebrating Nashua’s honor of being 
the first city twice named “Best Place to 
Live in America” by Money magazine.
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than any other state. Many workers who were laid off during the recession 
stayed in Nashua and started their own businesses. The spirit of entrepre-
neurship created a more diverse economy, and 
in 1997 Nashua’s economy ranked among the 
best 10 percent of the 300 metropolitan areas 
considered. The other factor, which respon-
dents considered the most important in 1997, 
was safety. With a crime rate 84 percent below 
the national average, the Nashua region was 
one of the safest in the country. The ranking 
once again put Nashua in the spotlight, attract-
ing attention from out of state and renewing 
the pride of Nashuans.9 As Money magazine 
described Nashua’s charms:

That safe, snug, healthy feeling 
makes the Nashua region a great place to raise a family. The 
schools are rock solid and both kids and parents have an impres-
sive array of recreation options. New Hampshire’s lake region, 
anchored by Lake Winnipesaukee 50 miles north of Nashua, 
can float the boat of any water-sport enthusiast. For crisp salt air 
to clear their heads or just-pulled-from-the-ocean lobster to fill 
their stomachs, Nashuans head for the nearby New Hampshire 
and Maine coastlines. And when the yen for big-city activity sets 
in, Boston is less than an hour away. The urge to hike can be 
sated in the fabled White Mountains, a 90-minute drive north, 
which converts to a skier’s delight in winter.10

Thirty Years in Nashua 
This is the story of Nashua from 1978 to 2008—a time of change, pros-
perity, hardship, reevaluation of the direction of the city, adversity, and 
perseverance—and the people and institutions that make Nashua what it is. 
The designations of “Best Place to Live” are particularly interesting, as the 
period covered by this book has included some very high and low points; 
they encapsulate Nashua as a city that continues to change, reinvent itself, 
and face adversity. 

Because 1978 through 2008 is a fairly short period, we have arranged 
The Nashua Experience: A Three-Decade Upgrade, 1978–2008 thematically 
rather than chronologically. While each chapter deals with a primary subject, 
many of the topics are interconnected. During this time, the economy 
affected the population, which, in turn, affected the schools and cultural 
institutions in Nashua. Decisions about education, transportation, and envi-
ronmental matters were made by politicians and city leaders. Downtown 
Nashua has seen many changes over the years, which have influenced both 
the economy and social life of the community. Thus, it is impossible to 
consider one aspect of this era without taking into account others.

“The fact that we have weathered the years 
in between, which we now affectionately refer 
to as ‘The Recession of ’88,’ gives us cause 
to receive this special second-time-around 
recognition with a good dose of grace and 
humility tempered by the business cycle.”

—Kathleen Veracco, Greater Nashua Chamber of Commerce, as quoted 
in Brian J. Bowe, “City Hall Rally Held to Celebrate Nashua’s Return to 

Stardom,” The Nashua Telegraph, June 12, 1997. 
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Chapter 1 discusses demographics, as Nashua has evolved from a town 
in the mid-twentieth century to a city in 2008. The changes stem from the 
emergence of large companies, which drew in a more educationally, cultur-
ally, and geographically diverse population. 

Chapter 2 examines the ups and downs of the city’s economy, includ-
ing the city’s major employers, its real estate and financial markets, as well as 
the growth in retail business. It also discusses the economic fate of the city’s 
downtown.

Chapter 3 explores the increased attention given to the city’s envi-
ronmental concerns, including land use and wetlands management, water 
supply protection, toxic waste cleanup, and recycling. It details the grass-
roots campaign to limit the Hall’s Corner development project and to estab-
lish a wetlands ordinance.

Chapter 4 highlights notable political changes and controversies in 
Nashua, from implementing new city legislation to mayoral recalls. It also 
describes highlights from the First-in-the-Nation primaries. 

Chapter 5 reviews a number of the city’s major transportation initia-
tives, not all of which came to fruition. In particular, the widening of the 
F. E. Everett Turnpike, and prolonged debates concerning the Broad Street 
Parkway, the Circumferential Highway, and commuter rail are outlined. 

Within the thirty-year period covered in this book, the structure of 
the public schools changed dramatically. Chapter 6 chronicles the changes 
there, and at the city’s institutions of private, alternative, adult, and higher 
education.

Chapter 7 looks at Nashua at play, in professional and amateur sports 
and outdoor recreation. Chapter 8 looks at Nashua’s art scene, its struggles 
and bright spots.

In Chapter 9, the city’s religious life, with the closure of some of its 
churches and the growth of others, is explored. Chapter 10 examines the 
ties that bind Nashuans together—its social events, community groups, and 
memorials and monuments.

No city is free from hardship and adversity. National disasters, natural 
disasters, and social issues touch and affect all communities. Chapter 11 
discusses not only these problems, but how Nashua has responded to them.




