
B O O k S l E d i t e d b y L a u r a J o n e s
Reviewed:
by Jane Canter Loeffler
The Papers of Frederick Law Olmsted.
Vol. I: The Formative_Years: 1822-1852.
Charles Capen McLaughlin, Editor;
Charles E. Beveridge, Associate Editor.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1977. 423 pp., $20.

To an architect, the most striking as
pect of Frederick Law Olmsted's early
years could well be how litt le training
or experience he had in anything related
to design. Moreover, he showed litt le
indication of pursuing such an interest
or career. Olmsted, who later designed
more than 17 urban parks, pioneered in
campus and suburban planning and did so
much to shape the growth of American
ci t ies, spent h is first 30 years t ravel
l ing , wr i t ing , th ink ing about re l ig ion ,
experimenting with farming and simply
observing and enjoying nature.
This is the first volume of Olmsted's
papers, carefully edited and amply annotated by Charles Capen McLaughlin from
among the many thousands of items col
lected at the Library of Congress. In
taking on this work, projected to yieldseven volumes, McLaughlin faced no easy
task. Historians have long recognized
Olmsted's importance as a social critic
of the antebellum South; landscape archi
tects look to him as the founder of
their profession. Not only has McLaugh
lin had to depict a man of several iden
tities, but also he has had to make edi
torial selections from the papers of a
man who wrote absolutely everything down
and kept it.

In his letters, Olmsted rambles on about
the beauty of the New England landscape
and the "unconscious influence" of rural
scenes; he argues with himself over moral
issues and struggles with religious
doubts; he talks about clothes and haircuts and travel arrangements, and anal
yses the values of scientific farming.
The most dramatic letters describe the
ordeal of his passage around the Cape of
Good Hope to China under sail in 1843.
It seems that the variety of work and
travel led him to a cultural medium well
suited to the growth of imagination and
new ideas. No ordinary civi l engineer
or landscape gardener would have seen
the importance of draining malarial mar
shes while creating an entire system of
parks and parkways for Boston unlike any
thing before.

Today, the luxury of leisurely corres
pondence is rare, but Olmsted was a
faithful correspondent. He used his

writing time to explore ideas as well as
to record events in an unself-conscious
way. His papers, assembled by his son
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., with whom he
is often confused, form a voluminous col
lection. McLaughlin has succeeded in
creating a well-organized framework forthe p ro jec t . In add i t i on to the le t te rs
themselves, the book contains a concise
Olmsted biography and introductions to
key relatives and associates. The ex
haustive research has yielded an inval
uable reference work.

Olmsted was more than a 19th century
problem-solver; he was the person who
figured out what the problems were. At
last, he is accessible, and there are
six volumes to come.

Reprinted with permission from the AIA Journal,
April, 1978.
Jane Canter Loeffler, a planner, was the Execu
tive Secretary of the Olmsted Sesquicentennial
Committee and is now a curator with the National
Building Museum.

Briefly Noted:
FLO: A Biography of Frederick Law Olm
sted, by Laura Wood Roper, Johns Hop
kins University Press, Baltimore, 1973,
555 pp., $15.
With this book, Olmsted emerges a mul
ti-faceted and key figure in 19th cen
tury America. His experiences and ac
complishments as writer, farmer, admin
i s t r a t o r, conse rva t i on i s t , soc i a l c r i
t ic, planner, and landscape architect
are presented and discussed, with do
cumentation from Olmsted's notebooks,
journals and let ters.
Frederick Law Olmsted. Sr.: Founder of
Landscape Architecture in America, by
Julius Fabos, Gordon Milde and Michael
Weinmayr, University of Massachusetts
Press, Amherst, 1968, revised 1970.
105 pp., b & w illus. including gate-
folds. $6.00 pb, $12.00 cloth.
Survey of Olmsted's career using draw
ings & photos of his work in urban,
state, & national parks, community and
regional plans, campus and estate de
sign.
Frederick Law Olmsted and the American
Environmental Tradit ion, by Albert Fein,
George Braziller, New York, 1972.180 pp. , b ib l iog, index, i l lus. $7.95
paper.
Introduction to FLO's pioneer work in
environmental design.

Civi l izing American Cit ies, by Freder
ick Law Olmsted, S. B. Sutton, Editor,
MIT Press, Cambridge, 1971, 310 pp.,
i ndex , i l l us . $7 .95 pb .
Writings of FLO including descriptions
of parks in New York, San Francisco,
continued on page 12
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P l a n s c o n t i n u e t o u n f o l d f o r t h e C i t y ' s
ce leb ra t i on o f P rese rva t i on Week . The
Al l iance, the Trust and many neighbor
hood organ iza t ions are coord ina t ing an
extended week (May 7-17) of events and
a c t i v i t i e s . Yo u a r e a d v i s e d t o k e e p
that per iod o f t ime open, as the oppor
tun i ty for house and ne ighborhood tours
w i l l be unequa l led . Many p r i va te homes ,
n o r m a l l y i n a c c e s s i b l e t o t h e p u b l i c ,
w i l l be on d i sp lay t h roughou t t he C i t y.
N e i g h b o r h o o d s f u l l o f p r i d e i n t h e i r
accomp l i shments w i l l p rov ide wa lk ing
t o u r s f o r a u n i q u e fi r s t - h a n d l e a r n i n g
exper ience.

In con junc t ion w i th the Nat iona l O lm
sted Conference Frederick Law Olmsted's
home and o f fice "Fa i r s ted " (a na t i ona l
h i s t o r i c s i t e ) w i l l b e o p e n t o t h e p u b
l i c f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e t h i s y e a r . F o r t
Independence a t Cas t le Is land w i l l a lso
b e o p e n t o t h e p u b l i c f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e
t h i s y e a r.

The Ashmon t H i l l Assoc ia t i on i s th i s
y e a r ' s r e c i p i e n t o f t h e B o s t o n S o c i e t y
o f A rch i t ec t ' s -H i s to r i c Resou rces Com
m i t t e e P r e s e r v a t i o n Aw a r d . T h e p u b l i c
is inv i ted to the Award Ceremony, recep
t ion , and a tour o f the ne ighborhood.

N e x t m o n t h ' s A l l i a n c e L e t t e r w i l l f e a t u r e
a complete calendar of events

Massachusetts Coalition Formed to
Counter Reagan Budget Cuts
by Angus W. Crowe
Responding to the devastating budget cuts in
preservation programs proposed by the Reagan
administration (see Network Alert insert), the
Massachusetts Coalition to Preserve America's
Heritage has been formed to both educate the
administration's advisors, and convince the
Congress that there is substantial bi-partisan
constituent support for the Historic Preservation
Program.
Initially formed from Alliance member
organizations, the Massachusetts Coali
tion is growing daily as sponsoring or
ganizations statewide are joining this
e f fo r t . The Coa l i t i on has i den t i fied
the immediate obstacles to effecting a
large statewide response to Congress,
outl ined a strategy, and implementa
tion is underway.

Ironically Massachusetts was one of
three states in the Union without a Pre
servation Action Statewide Preservation
Coordinator. Nancy Coolidge of SPNEA
has been selected for that role, and
Harron Ellenson has been retained as
staff coordinator for the Coal i t ion.
Stan Smith of Historic Boston Inc. has
the formidable task of organizing the
fundra is ing e f fo r t .
continued on page 5

National Olmsted Conference
by Carla Wyman Benka
The Olmsted Conference wi l l br ing to
ge the r l andscape a rch i t ec t s , pa rk ad
m i n i s t r a t o r s , p r e s e r v a t i o n i s t s , p a r k
a d v o c a t e s , h i s t o r i a n s , a n d c i v i c l e a
ders .

Park preservat ion and the impor tance o f
open space a re c r i t i ca l i s sues t oday.
The conference goals inc lude the iden
t i fi c a t i o n a n d a s s e s s m e n t o f c u r r e n t
prob lems in park preservat ion and the
d e v e l o p m e n t o f s t r a t e g i e s f o r f u t u r e
improvements.

Con fe rence fea tu res i nc lude :
The Olmsted lec ture Thursday a f ter

noon at the Harvard Graduate School of
Des ign, o f fe red th is year by Lawrence
H a l p r i n ,

The exhib i t a t Gund Hal l "Olmsted
in Amer ica" by Wi l l iam A lex o f the
Frederick Law Olmsted Associat ion, New
York ,

Welcoming ceremonies at Boston City
Ha l l , F r i day morn ing ,

On s i te tours of the Olmsted Park
System ( in Boston and Brookl ine) ,

Presen ta t ion o f the Mas te r P lans fo r
the Back Bay Fens and Franklin Park,

Reception at the Old State House
for O lmsted au thors , F r iday even ing ,
sponsored by The Bostonian Society,

Issue-or iented workshops a t Boston
continued on page 10


