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INTRODUCTION




EXPERIENCING OLMSTED


—Charles A. Birnbaum, FASLA





Experiencing an Olmsted landscape can alter your mood, calm your spirit, and provide lifelong memories. Distinct from fine art, architecture, music, and dance, a great work of landscape architecture—from a meticulously planned and designed park or garden to an expansive open space preserved as a natural or scenic reservation—is uniquely multisensory and utterly transporting.


In her 1893 treatise Art Out-Of-Doors (written just two years before Frederick Law Olmsted Sr.’s retirement from practice), Mrs. Schuyler Van Rensselaer reflected on designed landscapes as an art form, noting, “The Arts of Design are usually named as three: architecture, sculpture and painting. It is a popular belief that a man who practices one of these is an artist, and the other men who work with forms and colors are at the best but artisans. Yet there is a fourth Art of Design which well deserves to rank with them, for it demands quite as much in the way of aesthetic feeling, creative power, and executive skill. This is the art which creates beautiful compositions upon the surface of the ground. . . . The mere statement of its purpose should show that it is truly an art.”


Van Rensselaer goes even further in her preface, proclaiming, “It is one which has produced the most remarkable artist yet born in America; and this is reason enough why Mr. Olmsted’s fellow-countrymen ought to try to understand its aims and methods.”


Following Olmsted Sr.’s death in 1903, during the next half century, the firm he founded was led by his nephew and stepson, John Charles Olmsted (1852–1920), and his son, Frederick “Rick” Law Olmsted Jr. (1870–1957). After John Charles Olmsted’s death in 1920, Rick ran the firm until his retirement in 1949, and remained a partner until his death (see selected staff biographies of the Olmsted firms at the end of this book). While the thousands of projects undertaken in these years—a cross section of which are included in this volume—were produced under the mantle of the firm name, here we have endeavored to illuminate the involvement of the individual talented practitioners employed by the firm, whose creative interpretations enhanced each landscape. Although the Olmsted firm remained active until 1979 under the leadership of Artemas Partridge Richardson II and Joseph George Hudak, the projects during that period reflected contemporary realities such as limited acreage and more demanding recreational needs, a different set of circumstances than the firm encountered in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


In the postwar era, a lack of appreciation for the historic built legacy of the earlier century of practice led to neglect, subdivision, or at worst, erasure.


Fortunately, during the last forty-plus years, much has been done to make Frederick Law Olmsted Sr.’s pioneering approach to the art of landscape architecture—namely, planning, design, and stewardship—more visible and publicly accessible. The result is a new golden age for Olmsted.


This new era is marked by the founding of a dedicated nonprofit, the National Association for Olmsted Parks, and the designation of Fairsted, the Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site (FLONHS) in Brookline, MA, as a unit of the National Park Service. Both events took place in 1980, the same year that the Central Park Conservancy was created in New York City. Fundamental to the work of these entities, and the rediscovery of the Olmsted design legacy, are the extraordinarily rich Olmsted archives.


Fairsted houses what is probably the most significant landscape architectural archive in the country, if not the world. Spanning the 1850s to 1980, the collection of professional office records of the Olmsted firms includes more than 6000 projects and contains approximately 138,000 plans and drawings. The collection also includes 100,000 photographs and lithographs, 70,000 pages of plant lists, numerous files of project correspondence, business records, and other ephemera. Essential complementary collections are the Frederick Law Olmsted Papers and the Olmsted Associates Records at the United States Library of Congress. These collections (the latter as of yet only partially digitized) contain more than 173,000 items, including business correspondence and reports, newspaper clippings, drawings, photographs, and more, all illuminating the design intent and historical context for both the landscape architects and their patrons.


Buoyed and enabled by these unrivaled archives (noted in the bibliography of this book) is a treasure trove of publications created for many different audiences: in-depth scholarship (for example, the twelve-volume series of the Frederick Law Olmsted Papers project started in 1972 and completed in 2020), and numerous articles and analyses in academic journals and collections; site-specific publications for myriad Olmsted landscape typologies, including parks, subdivisions, institutional grounds, and much more (including Fresh Pond: The History of a Cambridge Landscape, Jill Sinclair, 2012, and San Francisco’s St. Frances Wood, Richard Brandi, 2012); exhibitions at museums, universities, historical societies, and other institutions (Art of the Olmsted Landscape, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, and elsewhere, 1981–1983, and Viewing Olmsted: Photographs by Robert Burley, Lee Friedlander and Geoffrey James, Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal, Canada, 1996 to 1997); documentaries (Frederick Law Olmsted: Designing America, 2014, and Olmsted and America’s Urban Parks, 2011), park and open space surveys conducted at statewide, regional, and municipal levels (including Dayton, OH; Rochester, NY; Massachusetts, and Maine); popular histories about Olmsted Sr. or where he appears as a central character (A Clearing in the Distance, Witold Rybczynski, 1999, and Devil in the White City, Erik Larson, 2003); coffee table books (Frederick Law Olmsted: Designing the American Landscape, Charles E. Beveridge and Paul Rocheleau, 2005); and even books for children (Parks for the People: Frederick Law Olmsted, Julie Dunlap, 1994). Online databases have been developed to enable easier exploration for both scholars and travelers of this extensive nationwide legacy of designed spaces. The name “Olmsted” has achieved such currency that even real-estate advertisements include it in a property’s provenance as a client enticement. And let’s not forget that both Olmsted Sr. and Jr. wrote and published extensively, providing a deep and wide historical record that documents their design philosophies, ambitions, and often site-specific design intentions.


With this expansive primary and secondary resource knowledge base facilitating greater attention to the Olmsted firms’ design legacy, a body of research, analysis, and revitalization project work followed, ushering in an ever-expanding Olmsted renaissance. Landscape histories and historic-cultural landscape reports undertaken by leading landscape architects and historians, aided by federal and state government agencies, conservancies and friends’ groups, and local residents and funders continued for the next decades, establishing a planning and design approach not just for Olmsted-designed landscapes, but for the broader emerging landscape preservation discipline in search of such strategies and tools.


There has been a renewed appreciation for and attention to Olmsted-designed landscapes following decades of neglect and deferred maintenance, including the pioneering work of the Central Park Conservancy, which stimulated similar efforts in cities across the country. The public’s recognition for these landscapes can be measured further by the more than 200 Olmsted firm–designed projects that are listed in the National Register of Historic Places (including the Louisville Park System, KY, 1982; Denver Mountain Park System, CO, 1990; and Acadia National Park, Mount Desert, ME, 2005), and as National Historic Landmarks (for example, Lawrenceville School, NJ, 1986). It is safe to say that there is no other landscape architectural practice that could come close to this level of recognition.


With this as a foundation, and the close to 200 projects spread across thirty-three states, plus the District of Columbia and Canada explored in this volume, experiencing an Olmsted-designed landscape today may be easier than you think. In some cases, these experiences might be at landscapes designed by firms that are below the radar (for instance, Kirby Park, Wilkes-Barre, PA; Thompson Park, Watertown, NY; and University of North Alabama, Florence, AL). The last four decades have also yielded a broader understanding of (1) Olmsted beyond his best-known and most iconic parks, and especially (2) the generations of others connected with the firm who contributed to a great typological and geographical diversity of designed landscapes. The age-old academic notion that one should publish or perish has paid off not only with a deeper understanding of Olmsted, but the possibility to experience his work as he intended.


As this book demonstrates, the Olmsted firm literally shaped the nation from coast to coast, from park systems (such as Seattle, WA, and Birmingham, AL), to State Capitol Grounds (including Salt Lake City, UT; Hartford, CT; and Olympia, WA), among others. We also learn that relationships with clients and patrons spanned multiple generations. Examples include family patronage that encompassed other Vanderbilt projects beyond the well-known Biltmore estate, as well as various generations of Rockefeller projects (Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, Gatlinburg, TN; Acadia National Park, Mount Desert, ME; Fort Tryon Park and the Cloisters, New York, NY). Bok Tower Gardens in Lake Wales, FL, was for philanthropist Edward Bok, and was followed by numerous civic projects for his widow in the Camden, ME, area. A variety of patronage projects were built out by the Olmsted firm by way of Walter Kohler Sr. in Wisconsin; these projects spanned a quarter century and ranged from entire neighborhoods and memorial highways to parks, plazas, and even family burial plots. Most of these places are covered within this volume.


Additionally, it is worth noting that many of the landscape typologies that we take for granted today were literally invented and promoted by the Olmsted practice, including the very idea of the comprehensive park system (in Boston, Louisville, Seattle, and Rochester), parkways (Brooklyn’s Eastern Parkway, at 6600 linear feet, was the first), and performative, ecologically driven design (the Back Bay Fens in Boston). Olmsted expanded our notion that the landscape itself can serve as memorial (Memorial Park, Jacksonville, FL, and the National World War I Memorial, Kansas City, MO).


Finally, as this publication has been prepared by The Cultural Landscape Foundation, whose mission is to “connect people to places,” it is important that we recognize that in the twentieth century, the Olmsted firm was among the first to place value on a landscape’s historic extant fabric. Historic and cultural values were acknowledged by the firm as assets, much the same as scenic and natural resources were valued, protected, and leveraged in the planning and design process. This ranged from the White House Grounds, where the in-depth analysis of the site’s history informed the 1930s planning efforts undertaken by Rick Olmsted, to larger scale planning efforts such as the 1913 Newport City Plan in Rhode Island, where historic fabric was weighed alongside scenic and natural resource values, as well as the ambitious and pioneering California State Park System, which began in 1927 and spanned multiple decades. The latter resulted in the preservation and protection of many of California’s most treasured scenic and native horticultural resources, from its coastline to desert landscapes; of which 125 now owned and operated by the state were based on Olmsted firm recommendations.


The bicentennial of Olmsted’s birth provides an opportunity to reflect on this extraordinary and influential legacy and on how it is distinct from others. Indeed, the past decade has seen milestone anniversaries for other great artists, architects, and landscape architects: the 400th anniversary of André Le Nôtre’s birth (2013), the 300th anniversary of Capability Brown’s birth (2016), and the 150th anniversary of Frank Lloyd Wright’s birth (2017) among them. Unlike those three, whose work was largely created for private clients, much of the Olmsted firms’ work was created to be free and open to the public. These places were designed with democracy and democratic values in mind and their benefits were available to everyone.




“The enjoyment of scenery employs the mind without fatigue and yet exercises it; tranquilizes it and yet enlivens it; and thus, through the influence of the mind over the body gives the effect of refreshing rest and reinvigoration to the whole system.”


—Frederick Law Olmsted Sr.
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ALABAMA


Birmingham City Parks Plan


Alabama Educational Institutions


University of North Alabama, Florence


Huntingdon College, Montgomery
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Birmingham’s park system plan, 1924.
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BIRMINGHAM CITY PARKS PLAN





Founded in 1871, the city of Birmingham had become one of the South’s largest industrial centers by 1925, with 200,000 residents but only 600 acres of parkland. The city leaders of the time deemed this amount of park space inadequate. To address the perceived need, the Birmingham Park and Recreation Board was created in 1923, and they contracted with the Olmsted Brothers firm the following year. The report of Olmsted Brothers’ efforts, published by the park board in 1925, was titled A System of Parks and Playgrounds for Birmingham: Preliminary Report Upon the Park Problems, Needs, and Opportunities of the City and Its Immediate Surrounds. It set the stage for landscapes to come.


The Birmingham work was supervised by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., with Edward Clarke Whiting serving as project manager. The report put forth proposals both for active and passive neighborhood parks within easy walking distance for residents of all socio-economic and racial groups.


The report’s opening statement, signed by the park board on May 1, 1925, made a plea “To the Citizens of Birmingham,” recognizing that little money had been invested in parks and playgrounds and that, as a result, the city was “far behind other progressive cities of the South” and that “it is imperative that citizens cooperate in the granting of adequate funds.”
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Linn Park, Birmingham.





With work already underway by the Olmsted firm to prepare plans for Birmingham’s Linn, Rushton, and Underwood Parks, and while the company also served as an advisor for Green Springs (now George Ward), Avondale, and Ensley Parks, a number of these acquisitions and recommendations would be carried out, thanks to a Bond Issue (1931) and Depression-era funds that followed.


In addition to the parks and playgrounds, the firm proposed parkways along the crests of mountains and ridges that afforded spectacular views and viewsheds. Of those proposed, the Shades Mountain Parkway (now Shades Crest Road) was realized and survives today, as do segments of the Red Mountain Parkway (including Altamont and Crest Roads, and Clairmont Avenue in Crestwood South) which similarly offer scenic views and overlooks.


Moving beyond the more urbanized part of the city, the Olmsted firm urged for the preservation and protection of natural scenery associated with outlying parks and scenic reservations that were still “unspoiled.” Specifically, in the area to the north of Shades and Red Mountains, such an approach would take hold, protecting the floodplain and the creeks as part of the 1920s planning for Mountain Brook and Homewood. Today, several areas are held in trust for the public’s benefit. These include the Mountain Brook reservation; Homewood’s sixty-five acres of old growth, which has been recognized as a forest preserve; the Freshwater Land Trust’s stewardship of areas around Five Mile Creek and Tarrant Springs Branch; and Butler Mountain’s roundish hills northeast of Pinson (the Crosby and Shadow Lake area today). When taken together, one can suggest that the Olmsted firm’s recommendations for future use of reservation lands for “perpetual use and refreshment” took hold.
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ALABAMA EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS





After his 1926 election, Governor Bibb Graves, a controversial figure due to his early Ku Klux Klan involvement, embarked on an ambitious program to upgrade Alabama’s educational institutions, to raise teaching standards and make capital improvements. In 1928 the Alabama Board of Education voted to engage Birmingham architects Warren, Knight, and Davis along with the Olmsted Brothers firm to evaluate campus needs, developing general and construction plans. From the late 1920s into the 1960s, the Olmsted firm and its architects were involved in campus planning for over twenty colleges, universities, and high schools—both public and private—throughout the state, in Auburn, Birmingham, Florence, Huntsville, Jacksonville, Livingston, Marion, Mobile, Montgomery, Troy, and Tuscaloosa. Although Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. was involved in a few of these projects, this considerable body of work was mostly supervised by James F. Dawson, Edward Clark Whiting, and Carl Rust Parker, providing a matrix to shape future growth for these institutions.


UNIVERSITY OF NORTH ALABAMA, FLORENCE


The University of North Alabama at Florence has a history that dates to 1830 when it first opened as LaGrange College, a Methodist school open to all denominations. Deeded to the state in 1872, the college then became one of the first state-chartered normal schools, admitting women by 1874. In 1929 it became a state teachers college with a four-year curriculum in secondary education.


The Olmsted Brothers firm was involved in campus planning on the 130 acres beginning in 1928 and continuing through the 1950s, producing nearly 200 plans in collaboration with Warren, Knight, and Davis.


The 1929 Olmsted General Plan of Campus gave coherence to a gently rolling site, which at the time was split into sections by two roads (Wesleyan Avenue and Morrison Road). At the junction, they designed a circular plaza faced by an angled academic building (Bibb Graves Hall, 1930), designed by the architects. To the north were the main academic buildings and a library surrounded by green space, where natural bowl-shaped topography became an amphitheater, dedicated in 1934 to WWI veterans.
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The original sketch for an amphitheater at what is now the University of North Alabama, in Florence, was realized and still stands today at the intersection of graceful radial paths at the center of campus.





The campus has grown substantially since this period, now encompassing more than 200 acres with major athletic facilities. Integrated in 1963, the school became the University of North Alabama in 1974. During the 1990s, the university embarked on a massive multidecade campus renovation to anticipate 10,000 students and numerous graduate programs. Reflecting Olmsted Brothers’ design, the historic core was retained as a pedestrian way, Wesleyan Avenue became an undulating brick path to evoke the nearby Tennessee River, and the plaza was enlivened by a fountain. Necessary new structures are accompanied by spacious lawns and tree-shaded walks, further respecting the Olmsted design intent. Abutting the Seminary–O’Neale National Register Historic District, the University’s current master plan embraces its historical landscape and architectural context while adapting to a sustainable, diversified, yet coherent vision.



HUNTINGDON COLLEGE, MONTGOMERY


Responsibility for the Tuskegee Female College, founded in 1854, was assumed by the Methodist Church after the Civil War. It was renamed the Woman’s College of Alabama and eventually relocated to a sloping, fifty-three-acre property in the Cloverdale section of Montgomery, abutting the Montgomery Country Club. After an October 1908 visit to the campus in conjunction with other work in the area, Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. wrote a lengthy report punctuated with sketches in which he recommended distinguished yet functional architecture and wise planning for future growth (the college then specified 500 students). After a devastating fire, the college turned to Olmsted’s recommendation: H. Langford Warren, then Dean of Harvard’s School of Architecture, to design the main college building, Flowers Memorial Hall (1910). Using the Collegiate Gothic style and locating this building as Olmsted had suggested, Warren’s Harvard team set the tone and shape for the college’s future.


After WWI, the college admitted its first male student. It also expanded its academic offerings and its campus, adding numerous buildings in the 1920s. Reflective of its coeducational status it again changed its name in 1935 to Huntingdon College. The growth that Olmsted Jr. had anticipated decades earlier occurred after WWII, to service the needs of returning veterans, financed by the GI Bill. In 1945 the college contacted the Olmsted Brothers firm, seeking plans for coherent expansion. Associate Carl Rust Parker, then handling many academic projects in the south, responded with a plan that placed buildings around the sloping green, with an outer ring of athletic facilities and dormitories. The main drive enters the compact campus on the north side of Flowers Hall, encircling the multifunctional building (it also contains the chapel) and defining the central green. The large amphitheater intended for this space was not constructed, but the lawn, punctuated by tree groves, a pond, and a small stage, reflects a characteristic Olmsted campus feature—a green space for congenial gatherings.


The school now hosts over 1000 students with resultant new buildings and parking lots as anticipated by Parker. In 2000 the Huntingdon College Campus Historic District was listed in the National Register of Historic Places.










CALIFORNIA


California State Park System


Yosemite National Park and Mariposa Grove


Mountain View Cemetery, Oakland


Stanford University Campus, Palo Alto


St. Francis Wood, San Francisco


Palos Verdes Syndicate, Palos Verdes


Palos Verdes Parkway, Los Angeles
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Surveying California’s desert land; a Joshua tree this large was notable even in earlier times.
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CALIFORNIA STATE PARK SYSTEM





In 1927 the California State Legislature, spurred by the Save the Redwoods League, formed a commission to create a centralized state park system. The California State Park Commission hired Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. of the Olmsted Brothers firm, who partnered with regional landscape architects including Emerson Knight, Daniel Hull (who had recently ended his relationship with the National Park Service, or NPS), and Harry W. Shepherd, to create a survey identifying potential park sites that would represent the state’s wide-ranging ecology.


The report, regionalized in twelve districts, highlighted specific areas in urgent need of preservation and protection, including the coastline, desert landscapes, and both the redwood and sequoia groves. The report also provided suggestions on how to preserve the state’s scenic highways and tidelands, and consideration was given to significant historical and cultural sites. In 1928 California passed the State Park Bond Act, allowing for the implementation of Olmsted Brothers’ park system. Under the leadership of Newton Drury, the park system’s land acquisition officer and executive director of the league, the total number of state parks grew to 150 by 1959. A second bond act in 1964 ensured the continued growth of the park system into the late twentieth century. Today, the California Department of Parks and Recreation manages 280 state parks, 125 of which were recommended by Olmsted. Other suggested sites including Lost Horse Valley and Kings Canyon were either integrated into other state parks or were later preserved by the federal government.
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Frederick Law Olmsted Jr.’s mapping of state parks, 1950.
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Many natural locations were recommended by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. to be preserved and protected. Bodega Bay.
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Many natural locations were recommended by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. to be preserved and protected. Lake Tahoe
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Many natural locations were recommended by Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. to be preserved and protected. The Humboldt Redwoods.
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More locations in the California state park system shaped by the Olmsted Brothers firm. Castle Crags
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More locations in the California state park system shaped by the Olmsted Brothers firm. Scenic State Route 1
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More locations in the California state park system shaped by the Olmsted Brothers firm. Point Lobos.
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Plans for the Camp Curry cabins and tented accommodations, 1929. The area, now known as Curry Village, still hosts visitors.
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YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK AND MARIPOSA GROVE





The granting of the 3600 acres of Yosemite Valley and 2500 acres of the Mariposa Big Tree Grove to the state of California by the federal government in 1864 constitutes the first-in-the-world efforts of a central government to set aside land for nonutilitarian purposes. It set a precedent for the National Park Service in the United States. When California accepted the grant in 1864 and appointed an eight-person Board of Commissioners, Frederick Law Olmsted Sr. became the chairman. The following year, Olmsted authored Yosemite and the Mariposa Grove: A Preliminary Report, 1865, suggesting that this pristine landscape could provide visitors with a place for “refreshing rest and reinvigoration,” and the national park ideal took hold.


Through the efforts of John Muir and other like-minded activists, Yosemite became a national park in 1890 during the same week that Glacier National Park in Montana and Rock Creek Park in Washington, DC, were established. Yosemite extends from the Mariposa Grove at the southern tip northward through the upper Merced River watershed, which includes Yosemite Valley and Little Yosemite Valley, through the upper Tuolumne River watershed. Olmsted specifically noted that a visitor could find “unusual trees and shrubs of the western slope of the Sierra Nevada” and “about six hundred mature trees of the giant sequoia.” The northern portion of the park is also home to the flooded Hetch Hetchy Valley and its reservoir, which supplies San Francisco, 190 miles west.


In the 1930s the Olmsted Brothers firm was involved in a number of the park’s projects. This included design revisions to the Ahwahnee Hotel environs in 1930, including regrading around the hotel’s primary terrace, a new parking area for 100 automobiles, modifications to its approach road, and planting enhancements along the property’s southern edge. Later in the decade, the firm consulted on the design and layout of village housing for employees and the environs of the Yosemite Lodge.


The boundaries of the park continued to evolve through the Mission 66 era, eventually encompassing 1169 square miles. In 1984 Yosemite was recognized as a World Heritage Site.
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One of America’s truly iconic places, Yosemite National Park, seen here with El Capitan at left, was marked for preservation by Olmsted Sr. in 1865 and became one of the first national parks in 1890.
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The scale of the 500 giant sequoias in Mariposa Grove is difficult to capture without a human-introduced element for comparison, such as this historical cabin.
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Formal plots arranged to take advantage of the hillside site.
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MOUNTAIN VIEW CEMETERY, OAKLAND





In 1863 prominent citizens of Oakland established a rural cemetery north of the city and hired Frederick Law Olmsted Sr. to create the layout for an arid, windswept, 209-acre hillside site. This would be Olmsted Sr.’s first design in California and his only cemetery. His intention was to provide a restorative place for mourners of several faiths to honor the dead.


Olmsted, with the assistance of surveyor and engineer Edward Miller, created an initial plan in 1864 with further refinement over the next two years. Olmsted carefully selected a drought-resistant planting scheme that opened to extensive views and screened the site from heavy winds. Seeking to create a harmonious plant palette, Olmsted selected dark-foliaged evergreens, including columnar Italian cypress complemented by the horizontal canopies of Italian stone pine, Monterey cypress, cedar of Lebanon, and live oaks. Finding that cemeteries by nature cannot fully emulate the Picturesque style, Olmsted ran a formal, tree-lined avenue of Chinese cypress on a flat plane that bisected the otherwise hilly site. Connecting to the avenue at a series of roundabouts ornamented by fountains, several serpentine drives and pathways trace natural contours, curving uphill to reveal panoramic views of the Bay Area.


The cemetery has since been expanded to 226 acres, with additions not found in Olmsted’s original plan, including a Gothic Revival chapel and mausolea, three small reservoirs, and a greater variety of tree species. Other features such as twin avenues that radiated out from the entrance were never constructed. In the 1940s the Olmsted Brothers firm along with former Olmsted associate landscape architect Prentiss French proposed a road layout, grading plan, and a drainage scheme uphill from previously developed plots. Rehabilitation efforts in 2006 included a new entry and improvements to fountains and plantings. In 2017 more than 6000 new burial sites were approved within undeveloped portions of the site. New work was predicated on the sensitive treatment of Olmsted’s design and preserving the cemetery’s live oaks.
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The original Olmsted Sr. plan for Mountain View cemetery (n.d.).
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Mile-long Palm Drive, seen here in both 1920 and today, was originally a dirt road
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It still creates a stately entrance to the campus.
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STANFORD UNIVERSITY CAMPUS, PALO ALTO





Founded in 1885, this 8180-acre university was underwritten by railroad magnate Leland Stanford and his wife, Jena Lathrop Stanford. Placed on the Stanfords’ Palo Alto stock farm, featuring both hills and flatlands, the institution was designed by Frederick Law Olmsted Sr. and Leland Stanford, assisted by the architectural firm Shepley, Rutan, and Coolidge.


Olmsted felt that certain design aspects were critical to campus design: climate and water supply, and the arrangement of the main quadrangle to direct views and take advantage of vistas. He would have liked to locate the campus on the hills, looking out over the landscape, but was unable to convince Stanford of the desirability of that approach. Olmsted also urged Stanford to consider a new style of landscape design better suited to the climate of California rather than the traditional green lawns found on East Coast campuses, where water was plentiful. Olmsted laid out eight fifty-foot-diameter circles filled with palm trees, smaller trees, and ground cover in the main quad, all of which could be efficiently watered. He proposed interlocking quadrangles on an east–west axis from the main quad, which faced north–south, the interlocking quads connected by arcades typical of Mediterranean architecture. Outside the rectilinear quads, neighborhood roads extended straight but grew curvilinear as the topography became more rolling. The central green space, the Oval, looked north to the wooded area. James Dawson and Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. continued to provide advice and drawings from 1914 until 1937 for campus improvements, the location of athletic facilities, and grading.




[image: Image]


An early drawing showing the integration of the landscape plan with the architectural plan.





Today, the historical core of the campus consists of a three-acre main quadrangle with eight inset circles containing native flora. On this quad, twelve Mission Revival–style buildings are linked to other quads along strong axes in all four cardinal directions. Forming the main, northern entrance is the Memorial Court, a partially enclosed courtyard with a long vista that begins at a four-acre, tear-drop-shaped lawn and culminates in Palm Drive, a tree-lined road designed by Olmsted Sr. that stretches one mile into the horizon.
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A 1913 drawing of the entrance sequence to the neighborhood, showing stately loggias and fountains.
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ST. FRANCIS WOOD, SAN FRANCISCO





In 1911 as the city was rebuilding after the devastation of the 1906 earthquake, the Mason-McDuffie Company purchased 175 acres of wooded land for a new residential neighborhood in southwest San Francisco, an area made accessible by construction of the Twin Peaks Tunnel and new streetcar lines. The vision of real estate developer Duncan McDuffie was for a “rus in urbe,” a garden suburb with larger lots, planted streets, and parks, all with good access to the city center.
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Decorated sidewalks, a broad concourse lined by lush plantings, and Mediterranean- and Tudor-style homes still mark Saint Francis Wood as a neighborhood of distinction.





McDuffie, responsible for numerous developments around the Bay Area, hired the Olmsted Brothers firm to achieve his vision. Led by James F. Dawson, the firm laid out curvilinear streets, fit to the steeply sloping topography to retain good views. He convinced McDuffie to widen the main ascending road, St. Francis Boulevard, to enable a substantial central concourse lined by a double row of bordering trees and plantings. This residential community, with varied Mediterranean-style houses (many designed by architect Henry Gutterson), was planned with generous streets, buried utilities, patterned sidewalks, and textured herbaceous borders in the strip between walk and street. To strengthen the allusion to its namesake, Saint Francis, supervising architect John Galen Howard established the Italian Renaissance design idiom with his distinctive loggias and gardens flanking the main entrance at the western end of the boulevard, augmenting this theme with a fountain plaza at the boulevard’s midpoint. To delineate the eastern end of the boulevard, Gutterson designed a terrace with another Italianate fountain with steps leading up to the hilltop woods of St. Francis Park, all of which took advantage of sweeping vistas to the Pacific Ocean. The distinctive character of the neighborhood today remains much as it was originally intended, as an artful residential enclave.




[image: Image]


The Mason-McDuffie plan for the neighborhood.
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The Olmsted Brothers’ plan for the initial development of Palos Verdes reveals how the roads were planned along the terrain’s existing natural contours. There was a heavy emphasis on green spaces for schools, parks, and golf, to attract families.
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PALOS VERDES SYNDICATE, PALOS VERDES





In 1913 banker Frank Vanderlip and a group of East Coast investors purchased 16,000 acres on the Palos Verdes Peninsula, situated along the southwestern border of Los Angeles County. Vanderlip, familiar with the Olmsted Brothers from previous projects, hired the firm to develop this scenic but challenging coastal landscape, reminiscent of the Italian Amalfi Peninsula, into a series of resort colonies. Exploring the property on horseback in 1914, John Charles Olmsted appointed then associate James Dawson to be the leading planner. This was residential and regional planning by a private group at a far vaster scale than had previously been accomplished. Initial considerations to connect this immense area by railroad, street cars, and parkways to cities to the north and south were all put on hold due to World War I.


Resuming after the war and the 1920 death of John Charles Olmsted, Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. took charge of the project, with Dawson still serving as the chief planner on-site, setting up a West Coast office in nearby Redondo Beach. Olmsted Jr., Dawson, and many of the firm’s associates established residences in the developing community to oversee the work. Consultants included scientists, engineers, and horticulturalists to transform these twenty-five square miles from treeless, hilly, lime-shale terrain crisscrossed by ravines to land suitable for several distinct communities. Amenities such as varied parkland, golf courses, country clubs, and resorts, all with scenic coastal vistas, graced neighborhoods mixing modest homes and luxury estates. As planned, the project was divided into discrete districts, each with schools, commercial areas, municipal and cultural centers, and transportation infrastructure, including broad, planted parkways and trails weaving along the coast, punctuated by park nodes and plazas. Interior curvilinear roads conformed to the topography, designed to protect existing steep, fragile terrain.
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Neptune Fountain, in Malaga Cove at the entrance to the Palos Verdes development, emphasizes the planners’ desire to reflect an Italianate-Mediterranean style.





There was a brief ownership change between 1921 and 1925, when entrepreneur E. G. Lewis acquired the controlling interest in the Palos Verdes Estates property, adding planner Charles Cheney to the team. Vanderlip, who had retained control over the remaining 13,000 acres to the south, rescued the property when Lewis went bankrupt, returning integrated Olmsted planning to this community and to Palos Verdes Estates. However, he and his heirs developed the southern part of the peninsula into the communities of Rolling Hills and Rolling Hills Estates, with distinctly different design advice provided by landscape architect A. E. Hanson.


Within Palos Verdes Estates, five distinct districts were set up, each with its own standards of design and protective covenants, drawn up by Olmsted Brothers and Cheney. To retain continuity among buildings and landscapes, Mediterranean, Italianate, Spanish Revival, or Mexican-influenced architectural styles were deemed acceptable, while central plazas in each community reinforced individuated design character. Several notable buildings and landscapes have been protected and are listed in the National Register of Historic Places, such as Villa Francesca (1985), Myron Hunt’s Palos Verdes Public Library with its accompanying Farnham Martin’s Park by Olmsted Jr. (1995), the Mirlo Gate Lodge Tower (2019), and Lloyd Wright’s Wayfarers Chapel (2005).
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Lush plantings line the main roads through the Palos Verdes development, giving it true “garden suburb” appeal.
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Malaga Cove (n.d.).
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One of the first houses in the new residential development.
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PALOS VERDES PARKWAY, LOS ANGELES





Despite the initial impetus to establish substantial public transportation linkages for this multi-community development, streetcar and rail systems were not economically viable and Palos Verdes became an automobile suburb. Beginning in 1914 and further developed after 1924, the Olmsted Brothers firm had considered several wide travel routes through the southwest district to connect northward: the Hollywood Palos Verdes Parkway, Sepulveda Parkway, a short parkway to Redondo Beach, and Angeles Mesa Drive (now Crenshaw Boulevard). The Hollywood Palos Verdes Parkway was envisioned as 225 feet wide, made up of a main roadway separated from side roads by tree- and shrub-planted islands for walkways. Such a parkway, widening at intervals to accommodate small parklets, was intended to stimulate attractive residential neighborhoods along its periphery. While the idea was received with enthusiasm, the cost to acquire the land and to build out this vision was not easily forthcoming, especially after the 1929 crash. Thus, verdant parkway routes northward from Palos Verdes never came to fruition beyond the elegant sketches in the plan files.
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A contemporary aerial view of Palos Verdes Estates shows its enviable position along dramatic coastal bluffs.
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BOULDER PARK SYSTEM





The first acquisition of land for parks in Boulder came in 1875 with the purchase of a two-acre parcel in Boulder Canyon, followed in 1898 by the eighty-acre acquisition of former agricultural lands to serve as Chautauqua Park. With its agricultural-based economy, unpaved streets, and mining-related mills that had taken hold along Boulder Creek, there was a need for this university town to make the city more “healthful and beautiful” for its 10,000 residents.


In 1907, to address the situation, the Boulder Civic Improvement Association invited Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. of the Olmsted Brothers firm to visit Boulder. He came in May of the following year with his fee covered by public subscriptions. His considerations were made available to the public in March 1910, with the publication of his report, “The Improvement of Boulder Colorado.”


Olmsted’s recommendations for Boulder focused on the city’s streets, waterways, parks and open spaces, and public buildings. Olmsted urged community leaders to protect the vast tracts of land surrounding the city, stressing the importance of maintaining the natural condition of the forest, plains, and rocky outcrops, and also suggesting that roads, trails, campgrounds, and picnic areas be laid out over a period of years. The work was prescient over both the short and long term, helping to preserve the creek, and providing critical recommendations that would guide land acquisition for parks and open spaces for decades to come.
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