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The Arnold Arboretum covers some 265 acres of rolling land south of Centre Street 
(Route 1) and west of Arborway (Route 203) in the Jamaica Plain district of 
Boston. Within the grounds are examples of over 6,000 varieties of trees and 
shrubs from all over the North Temperate Zone. The plants are grouped by species 
and within species by family; each is labeled with scientific and common names, 
origin, and date of planting. In addition, the Arboretum staff maintains 
complete records on the location of each plant and the progress of its development.

The original ground plan for the Arboretum was prepared by noted landscape 
architect Frederick Law Olmated in conjuction with the facility's first director, 
Charles Sprague Sargent. Olmsted's work is still evident in the artificial ponds 
at the eastern edge of the Arboretum, the pattern of roads and paths which wind 
through the grounds, and the location of some plant types. 01msted T s plan has 
been maintained where possible but some relocation of species has been necessary 
(because of Olmsted's limited knowledge of plant materials and the conditions 
under which they could be grown successfully). Moderate widening of the roads 
about 1960 has also covered most of the cobbled gutters which originally lined 
them. The most prominent land features in the Arboretum are Bussey Hill (190 feet) 
and Peters' Hill (237 feet), each of which is topped by a scenic overlook.

Several buildings are included within the Arboretum boundaries (see visitor's 
map attached) but all are situated in such a way that they do not constitute 
intrusive elements. The administration building stands just inside the main 
gate (located on Arborway just south of its intersection with Centre Street). 
Erected in 1890, it is a brick building, 2 stories above a raised basement, with 
a hipped roof broken by jerkinhead dormers; intricate bands of corbelling surround 
the building below the second floor windows and at the eaves. The 4-story brick 
herbarium at the rear (north) is a later addition. Just east of the Centre Street 
gate are a series of greenhouses and the bonsai house, a hexagonal wood and concrete 
structure of oriental character. Four modest houses on the edges of the Arboretum 
serve as staff residences. Those on Walter Street and the south side of South 
Street are brick, 2 stories, and appear to date from the 20th century; those 
on Centre Street and the north side of South Street are frame and clapboard, 
2 stories, and pre-date the establishment of the Arboretum.

Of the properties surrounding the Arboretum, only one, the newest building 
within the Commonwealth of Massachusetts' Biologic and Diagnostic Laboratory 
complex, is now directly intrusive (see photo #4). Begun in the 1930's, the complex 
stands on high ground at the intersection of Arborway and South Street. The 
newest building, erected about 1970, is eight stories in height and readily 
visible from the low-lying portions of the Arboretum along Arborway.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Arnold Arboretum, located in the Jamaica Plain district of Boston, is 
recognized as the pre-eminent institution in the United States for the study 
of ligneous (woody) plants. Established in 1872 through a bequest from the 
estate of James Arnold, the Arboretum has since more than doubled in size 
(from 120 to 265 acres) and has assembled a collection of over 6,000 varieties 
of trees and shrubs from all over the North Temperate Zone.

Much of the Arboretum's growth is the result of the work of its first director, 
Charles Sprague Sargent, who during his 50-year tenure in that position gained 
a reputation as one of America's foremost silviculturists. It was Sargent who 
involved noted landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted. in the early development 
of the Arboretum. The library, herbarium, and publications which Sargent initiated 
still prove invaluable to scientists.

The major portion of the Arnold Arboretum is now owned by the City of Boston 
(Department of Parks and Recreation) but is administered by Harvard University 
under a 1,000-year lease. Two areas—the Walter Street Tract and the South 
Street Tract—are owned directly by Harvard. With the exception of those 
two areas, the Arboretum grounds are open to the public from sunrise to sunset 
daily.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

James Arnold, a successful and public-spirited merchant of New Bedford, Massachusetts, 
provided the means for creating the Arboretum, upon his death in 1868, Arnold 
bequeathed $100,000 for study and research in either agriculture or horticulture. 
Two of the trustees of Arnold's estate, both of whom deeply appreciated the beauty 
and value of trees, thought that the bequest should be used to establish a tree 
farm, where the scientific study of trees could be pursued. Through their efforts, 
Arnold's fund was presented to Harvard University on March 29, 1872, with the 
understanding that the university develop a tree farm, to be called the "Arnold 
Arboretum."

The development of the Arboretum proved to be a more difficult task than had 
been anticipated, and without the work of Charles Sprague Sargent much less 
might have been achieved. When Harvard appointed the young man (then aged 
thirty-two) as director of the Arboretum on November 24, 1873, he appeared 
to possess no particular qualifications for the job. Sprague had graduated
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from Harvard in 1862, served in the Civil War, traveled in Europe, and then 
did some additional studying. He had not impressed others with his scholarship, 
nor had he published any scientific papers. However, Sprague obviously had found 
his calling in his appointment to the Arboretum and quickly displayed rare skill 
both as an administrator and as a scholar.

Sargent said of his early years with the Arboretum, that no one had at first 
realized the challenge facing them, especially "the man selected to carry out 
the provisions of this agreement (Arnold's legacy)". Sargent soon realized that 
the income from the trust would not be sufficient to develop and maintain the 
facility. The imaginative director then turned his eyes toward the City of Boston, 
Fortunately, Frederick L. Olmsted, the creator of New York's Central Park, was 
then working on the Boston Park system, and he and Sargent joined forces in a 
campaign to gain the city's help in establishing the Arboretum. Olmsted, spurred 
by his unfailing vision, conceived of an artistically designed arboretum as 
forming the esthetic highpoint of the city's park system.

The two men fought for nine years. Finally, an agreement signed by Boston and 
Harvard on December 30, 1882, signified their triumph over the opposition of 
"town and gown," and public apathy. According to the pact, Boston received the 
title to the land in Jamaica Plain intended for the tree farm and then leased 
it back to the university for a thousand years, for a rental of one dollar a 
year. Looking to the future, Harvard reserved the right to renew the lease for 
another thousand years when the original period expired. The city also agreed 
to install walkways and drives, and Harvard agreed that the Arboretum would form 
part of the city's park system and would be open to the public.

With the conclusion of this agreement, Sargent was able to concentrate on actual 
development of the Arboretum and its collections. In this he was guided by 
Harvard University's desire that the collections include a specimen of every 
kind of tree and shrub that could be grown under the climatic and soil conditions 
of eastern Massachusetts. Through purchase and exchange many specimens were 
gained, but it soon became evident that Sargent would have to seek out plants for 
the Arboretum. As a result, travel in search of woody plants carried Sargent 
and his staff throughout the United States and the Far East. It was in the Far 
East in particular that they found numerous plants which could be grown at the 
Arboretum, and expeditions to Japan and China supplied numerous varieties for 
the tree farm. Laborers planted the specimens in groups of species, and within 
species by families. As the farm's varied landscape, which included hills, 
meadows and brooks, was planted, Sargent also made every effort to make the 
Arboretum esthetically appealing.

While creating the Arboretum, Sargent never forgot its research aspect. He 
began to test woody plants immediately in order to determine which were suitable
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for the climate. By the time of his death in 1922, the farm had grown 1,286 
plants for the first time in eastern Massachusetts. As the years passed, 
Sargent also built up a library, using his own botanical collection as 
a start. He also developed a herbarium, now of inestimable value in research. 
Moreover, in the course of his directorship, Sargent produced scores of articles 
and several monumental works. His Silva of North America stands as his masterpiece, 
This work, issued in fourteen volumes, describes and illustrates every species 
and variety of tree known to exist in North America north of Mexico.

Despite the scientific value of his publications, Sargent's real achievement 
is the Arnold Arboretum. The original 120-acre facility had already grown 
substantially by the time of Sprague's death in 1922 and since then has 
reached 265 acres; the present collections include over 6,000 varieties of trees 
and shrubs, ranging from mature oaks to miniature bonsai. The greater portion 
of the Arboretum is still leased to Harvard by the City of Boston but two areas— 
the Walter Street Tract and the South Street Tract—are owned directly by the 
University. With the exception of the two tracts named, the Arboretum is open 
to the public from sunrise to sunset daily (automobiles may be used within the 
Arboretum on weekdays by special permit).


