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INTRODUCTION . 

Oakwood Cemetery is a nationally significant example of a "rural" cemetery. A "rural" 

cemetery is defined by the National Park Service as " ... a burial place characterized by spacious 

landscaped grounds and romantic commemorative monuments established in a rural setting in the 

period of the young republic and at the dawn of the Victorian era. "1 The rural cemetery movement in 

the United States was a response to the increasing urbanization of American cities, the crowding of 

the cities' burial grounds, and new theories that social improvements could be gained from nature. 

Beginning in 1831 with the development of Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

rural cemeteries were the first American landscapes to treat nature as contained, manipulated settings 

that provided contrast to the nearby cities. An intact example of this cemetery style, Oakwood 

Cemetery represents the culmination of the rural cemetery movement in America. 

Project Background 

In 1859 the city of Syracuse decided to locate its rural cemetery amidst rolling hills and farms 

just south of the city proper. It was situated on a high point overlooking the city and Onondaga Lake. 

Today, Oakwood is bordered by the campuses of the State University of New York- College of 

Environmental Science and Forestry, Syracuse University, and private property to the north, Interstate 

Route 81 and railroad tracks to the west, Colvin Street and a residential neighborhood to the south, 

and Comstock Avenue and Morningside Cemetery to the east (see figure 1.1). 

In 1991 Oakwood Cemetery was designated a local protected site by the Syracuse Landmark 

Preservation Board and was listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The cemetery's 

national listing was the result of research conducted by Barbara Ebert and Christine Lozner of the 

Historic Oakwood Cemetery Preservation Association (HOCPA). The research determined that the 

cemetery had national and local significance as a designed historic landscape based on the third 

criteria for evaluation as defined by the Secretary of the Interior. The third criteria states that: 

the quality of significance in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and 
culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects that possess integrity 
of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association, and that 
embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or that 
represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a 
significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction. 2 
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Since its dedication on November 3, 1859, the eighty-two acre cemetery designed by 

landscape architect, Howard Daniels, has been a social and cultural resource to the city. The 

cemetery continues to be an invaluable educational resource to programs at the State University of 

New York- College of Environmental Science and Forestry and Syracuse University. Although the 

one hundred and thirty-five year old landscape retains a remarlcable degree of integrity, time, lack of 

maintenance, and vandalism have caused deterioration. 

Oakwood Cemetery 

Figure I.I Location map for Oakwood Cemetery (Day, 1993). 
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Introduction 

The Historic Oakwood Cemetery Preservation Association, a non-profit organization 

interested in preserving the cemetery and those features that contribute to its importance, was founded 

in the spring of 1990. The deterioration of the Chapel, vegetation, monuments, and mausoleums in 

the cemetery caused the group to act. Their stated purpose is to " ... preserve, promote and protect 

Oakwood Cemetery, its abundant natural resources and its rich cultural and historical heritage, and to 

aid in maintaining and restoring the buildings, statuary, monuments and grounds."3 The Association 

identified the need for a Cultural Landscape Report that would identify and analyze existing 

conditions and the rate and extent of deterioration, as well as offer treatment recommendations that 

could stop further deterioration of the resource. 

Cultural Landscape Report: Objectives and Methods 

The primary goal of this Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) for Oakwood Cemetery is to 

document the historic appearance and content of the cemetery during its period of significance, 1859-

1940. The Secretary of the Interior defines the period of significance as the time span in which a 

property attained its importance " ... to the history. architecture, archeology, engineering, or culture 

of a community, State or nation. "4 The Cultural Landscape Report will also offer recommendations, 

as determined by the research and documentation, that will guide future management of the cemetery. 

The specific objectives of and methods for this Cultural Landscape Report are: 

1. To investigate the origins and development of the rural cemetery movement in the 
United States through secondary research of books and articles; 

2. To document and represent the history and development of the Oakwood 
Cemetery landscape through primary research of available photographs, maps, and 
text; 

3. To document existing conditions of the cemetery through field survey; 

4. To analyze existing conditions and evaluate the landscape's integrity through a 
comparison of field survey information and historic documentation; 

5. To evaluate and assess the historic preservation needs of Oakwood Cemetery and 
select appropriate treatments using the analysis of existing conditions and historic 
information combined with an understanding of contemporary needs; and, 

6. To formulate recommendations and guidelines to achieve the objectives through a 
comparison of existing conditions, historic conditions, and contemporary needs that 
can be implemented by the Historic Oakwood Cemetery Preservation Association 
and the Trustees of Oakwood Cemetery in the maintenance of the historic landscape. 

Study Limitations 

One major study limitation is the lack of an accurate base map of the cemetery. Discussion 

of landscape features such as topography, spatial organization, vegetation and circulation is difficult 

without a base map. The Historic Oakwood Cemetery Preservation Association is actively seeking 

funding in order to complete a map of the site. In May of 1992 HOCP A hired Robinson Aerial, Inc. 

3 



Introduction 

to take aerial photographs of the cemetery. At a cost of $1,300.00 the aerial photographs were the 

first step in the photogrammetric mapping process. O'Brien and Gere, a Syracuse engineering firm 

donated ground controls to the project. Further funding from a grant is making it possible to 

complete a base map for approximately thirty-three acres of the Cemetery. This base map was 

completed April 1, 1994 (see Appendix J: Survey of Oakwood Cemetery, 1994). Although the map 

was not completed in time for use in this document, the invaluable information documented on the 

map was referenced. This map is the first of its. kind for Oakwood Cemetery, and it will be an 

essential part of future research. 

Due to the scale of the cemetery and the scope of this project, it was necessary to select 

prototype areas for thorough investigation and analysis. The methods and processes of investigation 

used for this report are discussed in an effort to facilitate future research of other areas of the 

cemetery as funding and resources allow. Prototype areas provide an opportunity to discuss a variety 

of landscape features that are representative of the larger historic cemetery. Landscape features such 

as spatial organization, landform, vegetation, circulation, furnishings and objects, for example, were 

considered important for investigation and all are represented in the prototype areas selected. The 

prototype areas include the Entry Area, the Inner Core, and five Privately Owned Lots (see figure 

1.2). 

Figure 1.2 
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Prototype areas outlined (Day, 1993). 
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The process of selecting the prototype areas included an analysis of the cemetery landscape 

which revealed layers of physical and functional organization. The functional organization 

distinguished and separated the Entry Area from the rest of the landscape. This portion of the 

cemetery, which included the original iron Gate and Bridge and caretaker's cottage (the Lodge) and 

subsequently the 1879 Chapel, 1902 Gate and Bridge, 1902 Office, and the 1902 Greenhouse, 

contained the service functions of the cemetery. In the nineteenth century the entrance gate marked 

the beginning of a day's tour through the cemetery, whether on foot or in a horse-drawn carriage. 

After being greeted by the cemetery superintendent at the Office, the visitor would then continue 

down Dedication Valley. 

The next two prototype areas, the Inner Core and the Privately Owned Lots represent the 

main portion of the cemetery. This section of the cemetery landscape was organized on two levels: 

the public space, land owned and maintained by the Board of Trustees, and the private space, lots 

owned and maintained by individuals or families. While topography, circulation and the organization 

of sections and lots were manipulated by the cemetery's designer, Howard Daniels, to create the 

complex series of spaces throughout the cemetery, each privately owned lot contributes to the 

complexity and richness of the cemetery's character through the introduction of unique planting 

arrangements, exotic vegetation, and often elaborate monuments and site designs. One example is the 

Horace and Hamilton White Lot located in Section twelve on Dedication Valley. The White Lot is 

located in a prominent position at the western edge of an elongated hill. The architectural details of 

the lot, such as a low, curved stone wall and a set of fourteen steps, emphasize the unique landform 

and delineate and define the public roads from the private lot. (see figure 1.3). 

The public space is represented in the Inner Core. This area surrounding Dedication Valley 

was selected for its variety of landscape features such as topography, vegetation, spatial organization, 

and views and vistas. As its name implies, Dedication Valley is a low lying corridor, enclosed by 

steep slopes, that runs through the historic core of the cemetery. The central avenue continues 

through Dedication Valley, and from this point the visitor could chose any number of routes (see 

figure 1.4). 

Five Privately Owned Lots were selected to illustrate the way in which lot owners contributed 

to the richness of the landscape's character through the introduction of unique planting arrangements 

and site designs. In order to study the relationship between the privately owned lots and the cemetery 

owned land, five lots were selected, three of which were selected from the Inner Core. The lots of the 

Robert Gere, Hiram Hoyt, Elias Leavenworth, C. T. Longstreet, and Austin Myers families were 

investigated. The lots vary in size, style and monument type; some lot designs are modest and others 

are grand. The C. T. Longstreet and Austin Myers lots contain mausoleums the size of small 

5 
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buildings, while the Gere lot and Hoyt lots contain free standing monuments. The lots of two 

founding trustees Austin Myers and Elias Leavenworth also were selected. 

Figure I.3 

6 

View of the Horace and Hamilton White Lot, circa 1890s (Annie Maltbie's Picturesque 
Oakwood (Syracuse: Fred S. Hills, 1894)). Figure 1.4 View of Dedication Valley, circa 1880s (E. M. Collins, Onondaga Historical Association). 
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Report Organization 

The report is organized into five sections as follows: 

Chapter One 
The Rural Cemetery Movement in the United States 

In order to place Oakwood Cemetery in its historical context, this chapter discusses the 

development of the rural cemetery in America. A review of the social, cultural, and utilitarian 

reasons for this new style of cemetery is presented. Oakwood Cemetery is placed in the larger 

context of nineteenth century Romanticism. 

Chapter Two 
A Rural Cemetery for Syracuse 

In order to understand the integrity of Oakwood Cemetery as a cultural landscape that has 

evolved and changed over time, it is necessary to record the social and the physical history of the 

landscape. Additions and alterations to, and influences on the cemetery will be presented. Although 

a thorough history of the cemetery development was completed by Barbara Ebert and Christine 

Lozner for the 1991 National Register of Historic Places nomination form, further details of the 

history of the physical landscape were added. The site history section will reference their work, and, 

where indicated, additional material will supplement their research. 

Due to the complex nature of the cultural landscape, it is necessary to organize the discussion 

of the site's history. A cultural landscape is comprised of many layers of natural and cultural 

characteristics and features. A list of landscape features was developed to organize the discussion in 

a way that would clearly describe the unique elements of Oakwood Cemetery. The landscape 

features developed for Oakwood Cemetery are as follows: 

8 

Envi_ronmental C~ntext: the general influences affecting the historic landscape, the 
off-site larger physical and visual context which contains or encompasses the historic 
landscape. 

Natural: the l~rger landscape context in which a cultural landscape exists. The 
natural context 1s defined by such factors as topography, predominant vegetation, 
and water resources. 

Soc~al/ Cultural: the general human overlay on the physical form of the surrounding 
environment t~at has or does _di~ectly affect ~e historic landscape such as general 
land use '. zon_mg, legal restnct1ons, populat10n, and political jurisdiction (state, 
county, city, village, town, etc.). 

Setting: t~e mo~t immediate physical and visual context for a designed historical 
landscape mcludmg the landscape's property limits as well as immediately adjacent 
properties and their general land uses. 

Natural Systems and Features: In the process of manipulating 1 hl: landscape, many 
of the natural aspects of the landscape often have a direct effect on the resultant form. 
Differen~, from ~e natural context of ~e "~nvironment" section, "Natural Systems & 
Fe~tures p~rtams to aspects of the histonc landscape that are on the site or directly 
ad3acent to 1t. 

Introduction 

Topography: the inextricable framework of the hist~ric landscape; the three 
dimensional configuration of the earth surfa_ce charactenzed b_y fea~ures such_ as 
ground slope, configuration of contours and visual fonns, and onentanon (elevation 
and solar aspect). 

Buildings and Structures: the elements built primarily for sheltering any form of 
human activity (buildings) and the functional elements cons1:fU~ted for purposes other 
than sheltering human activity (structures). Examples of buildmgs are houses, barns, 
garages and stables. Examples of structures ar~ bridges, windmills, gazebos, silos, 
and dams. Included in this category are mecharucal and structural systems. 

Vegetation: the most commonly used material i~ cr~~ting landscap~ features, 
whether indigenous or introduced. These may be an mdividual plant, as m the case 
of a specimen oak tree, or in a group of_ plants, such as a hedge, ~ee, forest, 
agricultural field, or a planting bed. Vegetation may be evergreen or deciduous trees, 
shrubs or ground cover, and include both woody and herbaceous plants. 

Spatial Organization: the stru~ture or oi:cter of the _hi~toric landscape,. the_ three 
dimensional organization of physical and visual associa~ons. The orgaruzation of 
elements creating the base plane, overhead plane, and vemcal plane define and create 
spaces. The functional and visual relationship between these spaces is integral to the 
character of the historic landscape. 

Views and Vistas: the features that contribute to a vista (a controlled or 
designed feature) or a view (natural or uncontro":ed)_. '.fhe views or vistas m~y be 
toward or from the historic landscape and are mdividually and/or collectively 
important in defining the historic character of the historic landscape. 

Circulation: the spaces, features and applied material finishes which constitute the 
movement ecosystems of the historic landscape. These elements include paths, 
walks, plazas, squares, roads, parking facilities and other related movement corridors 
and spaces. 

Water Features: the built features and elements which utilize water to create 
thematic or aesthetic elements within the historic landscape; these include such 
features as fountains, pools, ponds, lakes, cascades, canals, streams, and other water-
based elements. 

Furnishings and Objects: the elements within the historic landscape which provide 
detail and diversity while addressing functional needs and aesthetic concems.5 

The cemetery developed in several phases; the first phase was approximately eighty-two 

acres laid out by Howard Daniels in 1859. Several later additions were made in the years following 

and the details of the land acquisition process will be presented. Site history will concentrate on the 

portion of cemetery designed by Howard Daniels, and all sections added by 1912 (see figure 1.5). 

Although further additions were made during the period of significance 1859-1940, attention is 

focused on the sections designed in 1859 by Howard Daniels. Site features such as topography, 

circulation, and vegetation will be discussed in terms of the overall composition of the site. 
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Figure 1.5 Area designed by Howard Daniels shaded (Day, 1993, from map by~- Griffin, Jr. 1912). 
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Chapter Three 
Entry Area: History, Existing Conditions, and Analysis 

Chapter Four 
Inner Core: History, Existing Conditions, and Analysis 

Chapter Five 
Privately Owned Lots: History, Existing Conditions, and Analysis 

Chapters three, four and five will contain history, existing conditions, and analysis of the 

three prototype areas. The organization of these components will allow for ease of comparison and 

discussion. Landscape features as defined in chapter two were used to organize the discussion of 

history, existing conditions, and analysis. Seven features are discussed: topography, buildings and 

structures, vegetation, spatial organization, views and vistas, circulation and furnishings and objects. 

Each chapter will be organized into three sections, history, existing conditions, and analysis. 

The history section will document the landscape features historic condition and location according to 

available historic documentation. Existing conditions will document the present condition of the 

landscape features and provide a detailed inventory of site features; and the analysis will synthesize 

the historic research and the existing conditions for each prototype area of the cemetery to evaluate 

the extent of deterioration and alterations to the historic design. Each site feature is evaluated for 

integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. 6 Each 

feature's contribution to the significance of the site then is evaluated. A contributing feature is one 

that was " ... present during the period of significance, and possesses historic integrity reflecting its 

character at that time or is capable of yielding important information about the period ... 7 A non

contributing feature is one " ... not present during the period of significance, or due to alterations, 

disturbances, additions, or other changes, it no longer possesses historic integrity reflecting its 

character at that time or is incapable of yielding important information about the period. "8 The result 

of the site analysis is an assessment of the integrity of the prototype area as a whole. 

Chapter Six 
Treatment Recommendations 

This chapter provides recommendations for the long term planning and management of 

Oakwood Cemetery. As the final chapter of this cultural landscape report, the treatment 

recommendations are based on the research and analysis of the cemetery landscape and the three 

prototype areas developed for the purposes of this report: the Entry Area, the Inner Core, and the five 

Privately Owned Lots. While it is possible and feasible for many of the recommendations to be 

completed by the Historic Oakwood Cemetery Preservation Association and the Oakwood Cemetery 

Association, other recommendations are part of a long term plan for the cemetery which will require 

the continued efforts of HOCP A to secure funding and support for the historic resource and the 

continued cooperation of HOCP A and the Oakwood Cemetery Association. 
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Toe treatment recommendations are separated into three sections according to the prototype 

areas discussed: the Entry Area, the Inner Core, and the five Privately Owned Lots. The treatment 

recommendations for each of the three prototype areas focus on issues such as vegetation 

management (e. g., the replacement and removal of trees and shrubs), _the preservation of features that 

retain the historic character of the cemetery, and treatments that would reestablish the spatial 

character and organization of the cemetery. 

Recommendations will be based on the latest Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the 

Treatment of Historic Landscapes. In 1992 the National Park Service revised and consolidated the 

seven previous treatments and published standards for four treatments: preservation (which now 

includes protection and stabilization), rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction. 

Preservation focuses on the maintenance and repair of existing materials and 
retention of a property's form as it has evolved over time. Rehabilitation 
acknowledges the need to alter or add to a historic property to meet continuing or 
changing uses while retaining the property's historic character. Restoration is 
undertaken to depict a property at a particular period of time in its history, while 
removing evidence of other periods. Reconstruction re-creates vanished or non-
surviving portions of a property for interpretive purposes.9 

Treatment conclusions are made on the basis of the analysis completed in the preceding chapters and 

will result in specific recommendations for the Entry Area, Inner Core, and Privately Owned Lots. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Rural Cemetery Movement in the United States 

Woodlawn, Graceland, Spring Grove. These are all names of rural cemeteries designed in the 

nineteenth century. The names given to the cemeteries reflect the Romantic association with nature at 

the center of the changing culture and society during this period. Names with natural associations 

were used to distinguish the new burial places from traditional graveyards that were located within 

the boundaries of the city. Designed and laid out in 1859, Oakwood Cemetery is a remarkable 

example of this change in society, culture and city form; it is an example of the rural cemetery 

movement in nineteenth century America. 

The rural cemetery movement in America began in 1831 with the construction of Mount 

Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The new trend in burial ground design spread across 

the country, and by the late nineteenth century almost every urban center had a rural cemetery. The 

movement influenced urban form through the creation and development of urban parks. This chapter 

discusses the development of the rural cemetery movement in the United States, and places Oakwood 

in its context as a significant example of this landscape type. 

There has been a great deal of recent research on the rural cemetery movement in the United 

States. Landscape architects, historians, and urban planners have recognized the importance of the 

movement to the history and development of both the American city and the profession of landscape 

architecture. The rural cemetery movement marked an important change in culture, art, and urban 

form. The causes of the movement were both social and cultural, utilitarian and romantic. Health 

and sanitation in crowded city graveyards were major considerations, and at the same time, a social 

change was taking place. Romanticism was changing the way Europeans and Americans viewed art, 

death, and the landscape. Although research shows differing views about the leading cause for the 

shift of burial grounds from the city to the country, one cultural historian, Naomi Remes, states that 

the predominant reason was functional: "The reason for the transition from the eighteenth century 

graveyard was initially utilitarian, but soon the rural cemetery was additionally justified by its seivice 

to the Romantic values of the new age."10 



Chapter One 

Utilitarian Issues 

The health hazards of the city graveyards were first recognized in Paris when the /es 

Innocents graveyard was closed because it was believed that the gases emanating from the graves 

threatened public health.11 Dr. Jacob Bigelow, founder of Mount Auburn Cemetery, published a 

pamphlet in 1822 outlining the dangers of contemporary urban burial practices, and in 1823 the New 

York City Board of Health declared that" ... interments of dead bodies within the city ought to be 

prohibited. "12 The condition of poorly maintained churchyards, the great demand for city lands, and 

the public belief that the proximity to graves threatened public health led to the decision to locate new 

burial grounds outside the city center. 

The new location for a community's rural cemetery was not the only factor that contributed to 

its popularity. As David Schuyler, professor of American History, points out in his article, "The 

Evolution of the Anglo-American Rural Cemetery: Landscape Architecture as Social and Cultural 

History," it was the quality of landscape scenery combined with the rural setting that differentiated 

the new style of rural cemeteries from the older burial grounds. Grove Street Cemetery (1796), for 

example, a cemetery located outside of New Haven, Connecticut, was rural only in its location. The 

six acre cemetery was located in a compact grid no different from the city church graveyards. 

Schuyler states that scenic qualities must have been more important than the protection of health, " ... 

as Grove Street Cemetery inspired no imitators."13 

Although there were several cemeteries built in rural locations prior to 1831, Mount Auburn 

was the first to resolve both utilitarian and scenic concerns. The history of Mount Auburn is well 

documented. The cemetery was established by Dr. Bigelow and the Massachusetts Horticultural 

Society. Dr. Bigelow was driven by his belief that the dead deserved a more respectful resting place. 

The original concept for the cemetery included an experimental garden and arboretum. Members of 

the Horticultural Society believed that education should be a major function of the new arboretum and 

cemetery. The Horticultural society hoped that" ... the whole would ultimately offer such example 

of landscape gardening as would be creditable to the Society and assist in improving the taste of the 

public in its highest branch of horticulture. "14 Mount Auburn, with its curving drives and picturesque 

views, became a spot for Sunday outings and an attraction to be seen by every visitor to Boston. 

Cemeteries continued to grow in popularity, and soon rural cemeteries around the country were 

evolving into their own social and cultural institution (see figure 1.1). 

New View of Death 

Although the shift from graveyards of the city to rural cemeteries in the country does not 

seem monumental today, the change was a radical one. Barbara Rotundo, an American historian who 

has studied many reform movements of the nineteenth century, states that " ... the rural cemetery 

movement succeeded so well that few people today realize that it ever existed. "15 Rotundo found that 

14 

---- The Rural Cemetery Movement in the United States 

there w'ere not many people who objected to the idea of locating burial grounds far from cities, but the 

few wl:10 did rejected the proposal strongly. People believed that burying their dead so far from the 

city an'1 their home meant that they were deserting them in some way. "The argument that people 

would forget their dead if they were buried in a rural cemetery was answered by sentimental 

descriptions of the comfort gained by a visit to the dead in a beautiful surrounding."16 The 

sentimental description Rotundo refers to was addressed in Mount Auburn Illustrated in 1847: "We 

may wt:11 gain a lesson from nature amid such scenes of tranquil beauty, and learn to conform our 

lives to the order of her works in view both of the present and the furore." 17 

Figure 1 .1 

MIDLAND AVENUE. 

Engraving of Midland Avenue, Oakwood Cemetery (H. P. Smith's A History of Oakwood 
(Syracuse: H.P. Smith & Co., 1871)). 
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