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TRURO — Town Administrator Rex Peterson died Wednesday morning in Florida while on vacation, according to a town official.
Peterson, 61, was scheduled to retire in June. He had been the town administrator in Truro since October 2011.
"It's a great loss for the town," Truro Town Moderator Monica Kraft said Wednesday afternoon.
Peterson had sent Assistant Town Administrator/Planner Charleen Greenhalgh a picture Friday from his backyard on vacation in Florida. Greenhalgh said she'd sent a note back, giving him a hard time about teasing her. She received the call about his death Wednesday morning from his partner.
"He was good friend and a great boss," Greenhalgh said Wednesday. "My heart is broken." Town staffers were devastated, she said.
On Tuesday, the Board of Selectmen will vote on appointing Greenhalgh as acting town manager. Town business such as preparing budgets for the spring annual town meeting will need to carry on, and Peterson also had a list of projects he had hoped to finish by his retirement, she said.
"I will try to do him justice," Greenhalgh said.
Peterson was assistant town administrator from 2001 to 2011 in Wellfleet, where former co-workers remembered him as someone who was a steadying presence and made a difference.
"So many issues we had here, particularly on the Planning Board, required expertise, and he always had a sense of what was right and acceptable, and he helped us very much," Barbara Gray, a former Wellfleet Planning Board member, said Wednesday. Peterson attended all the Planning Board meetings as that board's staff support person, Gray said.
"He helped us not take ourselves too seriously," she said.
Peterson was a town planner in Eastham from 1999 to 2001, and a permit coordinator for the town of Provincetown from 1996 to 1999. He held a master of architecture degree from Harvard University Graduate School of Design and an undergraduate degree from Northwestern University in Evanston, Ill.
He contributed greatly to the transformation of the Catholic church at 335 Main St. in Wellfleet into a nonprofit community center known now as Wellfleet Preservation Hall, board chairman Marla Rice said Wednesday.

The town purchased the church property in 2001 from the Roman Catholic Diocese of Fall River. In 2007, town meeting voters gave the nonprofit $500,000 in Community Preservation Act money to help renovate the building. The 3,500-square-foot facility was turned over to the nonprofit in 2008. Peterson helped shepherd the five-year, $2.6 million capital campaign for the renovation project through the government requirements.
"Rex was really our go-to guy," Rice said. "He helped us with everything. He made it very easy. He was incredibly accommodating. He was very proud of the project, and was really our liaison between us and the town of Wellfleet."
Peterson also helped Wellfleet move ahead with its affordable housing goals, according to former Selectman Ira Wood. Wood recalled Wednesday that he had just advised someone last week in Wellfleet to call Peterson, in Truro, with a question about a detail in Wellfleet's housing rules. "He was a really, really good planner," Wood said. "His real expertise and I think his legacy in Wellfleet was instituting and figuring out the affordable (accessory) dwelling unit bylaw."
The bylaw encourages Wellfleet residents to create affordable rental dwellings in their home or on their property, and in return, property owners receive a property tax exemption.
"He really used his expertise in architecture to help affordable housing," Wood said.
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