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ABSTRACT 

Zipperer, Constance E. Preservation Of A Designed Historic Landscape: 
Thornden Park Syracuse, New York. Type and bound Master of Landscape 

Architecture. 157 pages and 46 figures. December, 1991. 

The objectives of this master's project were to continue the preservation 

planning process for Thornden Park that had been injtiated by the City of 

Syracuse Department of Community Development and the Landmark 
Preservation Board. The hjstoric context of the American Urban Park 
Movement and the relationship to Thornden Park significance was identified 

with documented information about the planning and design of the park 
landscape. The significance and a thorough inventory of park features were 
carried out to assess the integrity of the current park landscape. Thi s body of 

information and current uses influenced preservation guidelines for the 

future planning and treatment of a historic community resource. 

Constance Elizabeth Zipperer 
Candidate for the degree of: Master's in Landscape Architecture 

Date: December 15,1991 
Major Professor: Professor George Curry Department: La nd scape 

Architecture 
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INTRODUCTION 

Preservation Of A Designed Historic Landscape-Urban Park 
The parks built in American cities during the nineteenth century are 

important historic urban components. During the nineteenth century, 
parks were designed with a well-defined objective that 'good 
environments' produced 'good citizens'. Parks were a place for all citizens 
to escape from the overcrowding and polluted conditions of the city. These 
picturesque landscapes provided passive and active forms of recreation. 
Current city dwellers, just as people of the nineteenth century, use parks 
as an escape from stresses associated with urban life styles. The 
picturesque landscape features of parks have aesthetic values associated 
with nature. Recreational activity promotes a wholesome outside 
experience. Local citizens recognize the benefits of this urban land use and 
are concerned about the deteriorated condition of parks. Communities are 
interested in the history of designed park landscapes and are working with 
government agencies and design professionals in preserving the landscape 
character and various forms of recreational opportunities. 

A foundation for communities to preserve urban park character and 
cultural heritage has been established over twenty years of preservation 
accomplishments at federal, state, and local levels (App_endix A). The 
urban park is one type of community resource within a broader category 
of designed historic landscapes identified by the U.S. Department of the 
Interior, National Park Service. A designed historic landscape is a 
landscape where designer, form, layout and other design elements are the 
primary reasons for significance. This type of landscape has significance as 

a design or work of art under one of the following conditions:(l) 
A master gardener, landscape architect, architect, or horticulturalist 

consciously designed and laid out the landscape to a design 

principle. 
An owner or other amateur used a recognized style or tradition m 

the landscape. 
There is a historical association with a significant person, trend, 

event, etc. in landscape gardening or landscape architecture; or a 



significant relationship to the theory or practice of landscape 
architecture. 

Landscape architects such as Frederick Law Olmsted designed many 
urban parks in response to the needs of American communities. Likewise, 
in preserving these historic urban parks, contemporary landscape 
architects working with communities must understand the the economic, 
political, social, and environmental needs that determined the original 
design of the park and the contemporary forces influencing them today. 
The original artful composition of historic urban parks are weakened by 
never ending proposals for new uses. roads, restaurants, and recreational 
facilities. These additions may disrupt the original design plan. However, 
aspects of the artful design have the potential to be preserved through 
careful planning for contemporary needs and treatment of the landscape. 

Preservation and management of historic parks for future use 
requires a planning/design process which incorporates the history of the 
landscape and contemporary needs. Designers can intertwine the past and 
present to shape the future of this type of designed historic landscape. 
Various planning approaches to historic landscape preservation are applied 
in order to render parks a continued source of recreation and landscape 
beauty for the future. 

Planning Approaches To Urban Park Preservation 
In I 982, a three year planning study for Central Park, New York City, 

was initiated by a team of park managers/staff and interdisciplinary 
consultants to address the preservation and future management of the 
park.(2) The planning process studied change and continuity of natural 
features, mechanical systems, circulation, architecture, use, management, 
and security of the park. These numerous park features were analyzed in 
relationship to use and maintenance in order to identify park problems. 

Recommendations were made for problems identified at general and 
specific park levels. Principles that guided the solutions included the 
historic character of the original Greensward Plan, protection/preservation 
of the park from outside intrusions and abusive uses, public 
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safety/enjoyment, cleanliness/structural soundness, horticultural 
beauty/ecological condition, and functional/structural integrity. A set of 
criteria with numerical values determined park priority areas for 

restoration . 

The criteria used for evaluation of park priority areas included the 
aesthetic, functional, and historic appropriateness; the public needs which 
were interpreted from user surveys, location within the park, existing 
conditions, management and funding. The planning process produced a 
comprehensive study of Central Park that resulted in a management and 
'restoration' plan for the future. 

The Olmsted Historic Landscape Preservation Program administered 
by the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Management and local 
communities conducted a similar project for the Emerald Necklace Park 
System, Boston, Massachuetts in 1988.(3) The planning process involved a 
compilation of historic information, existing inventory of the park's 
physical conditions, contemporary uses and management/maintenance 
practices. This information was analyzed to identify changes in the 
original Olmsted design plans. The historic function and appearance, 
current physical condition, contemporary needs of users, and 
management/maintenance practices were synthesized and three distinct 
levels of preservation action were identified in order to balance the 
historic preservation of the system with contemporary community needs 
and management. These levels of preservation action include the 

following:( 4) 
Historical 'Restoration'-the attempt to recreate as accurately as 

possible the original design intent, requiring close adherence to 
period style, materials, vegetation and construction. 

Sympathetic 'Restoration' -the action of working "in the spirit of the 
original design" to recreate the scenic effects of the original, using 

newer materials, plants, and construction. 
Adaptive 'Restoration'-renovating a park feature that is radically 

changed from the original design, intent, use, or appearance. 
Recommendations were made for the system-wide and individual park 
areas. The final document was a master plan for the Emerald Necklace. 
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■-----------------------

In both, Central Park and the Emerald Necklace, a set of logical and 

rational steps were implemented into a planning process for the 
preservation and future management of a designed historic landscape. 
Sound judgements in community planning of other nineteenth century 

urban parks can also be guided by the activities of identification, 

evaluation, registration, and treatment established by the U.S. Department 

of the Interior, National Park Service. 

Preservation planning activities are initiated by defining a general 

theme or body of information which describes one or more important 

aspects of the historic development of a community, relating to history, 
architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture.(5) This framework is 

the historic context from which properties in the community are then 
identified through archival research, interviews, and surveys to determine 
eligibility for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. For 
example, the historic context of the Urban Park Movement in America 
establishes a relationship between local resources and local park planning 
in a community. In addition, the historic context aids in the identification 

of urban parks eligible for further preservation planning activities. 

The evaluation activity applies criteria for significance and qualities 

of integrity to the representative properties within the defined historic 
contexL A property must meet one or more of the four specific criteria 

which characterize, illustrate, reveal, or recall specific persons, events, 

patterns of development or design types recognized by the public or the 
professional and scientific community as important in the understanding of 
our nation's history.(6) Integrity is the authenticity of a property's historic 

identity, evidenced by the survival of physical characteristics that existed 

during the property's historic period. Qualities of integrity include 

location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
association.(7) The evaluation activity results in an inventory of 
significant properties having integrity, that is consulted in assigning 

registration and treatment priorities. 
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Registration is the formal recognition of significant properties m 

accordance with the National Register reguirements. The application of 
this activity is a program that includes a professional staff to prepare and 

assess the documentation of significance for a historic property. An 
impartial professional group further evaluates the documentation. A 

public notice is distributed to interested groups regarding the proposed 
registration and effects of registration. The public has the opportunity to 

participate and appeal decisions regarding a historic property. Registration 
results in an official list of properties offering honorable recognition and 

various levels of consideration when alteration of properties is proposed. 

Treatment is the method of physical intervention applied to a 
significant property listed in the National Register of Historic Places. The 

application of specific standards guides or manages seven possible types of 
treatments including acquisition, protection, stabilization, preservation, 
rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction.(8) These activities 
(identification, evaluation, registration, and treatment) form an important 

basis for planning decisions that affect the quality of designed historic 
landscapes and other historic resources in a community. 

Syracuse Historic Landscape Resources 
The local designation of Upper Onondaga Park under the Syracuse 

Landmark Preservation Ordinance, launched the landscape preservation 

planning efforts for the city of Syracuse, New York. In the summer of 

1988, the City of Syracuse Department of Community Development and the 
Landmark Preservation Board in conjunction with Walmsley & Company, 
Inc. embarked on the identification activity for historic landscape 

resources in the city. "The Syracuse Historic Landscape Survey" identifies 
and assesses the significance of twelve sites for local designation.(9) 

Thornden Park, one of the twelve sites, was awarded local designation as a 

protected site on November 14, 1989 by the City of Syracuse Planning 

Commission. 

Objectives Of The Master's ~roject 
The objectives of this master's project are to 

preservation planning process for Thornden Park. 

continue the 

The relationship 
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between the American Urban Park Movement and Thornden Park 
significance needs to be identified with documented information about the 
planning and design of the park landscape. The significance and a 
thorough inventory of park features must be carried out to assess the 
integrity of the current park landscape. This body of information and 
current uses can then influence preservation guidelines for the future 
planning and treatment of a valuable historic community park. 

Methodology For Master's Project 
The process (Figure 1-1) utilized for this master's project is a 

modification of steps used in other park preservation projects and 
guidelines/criteria established by the Secretary of the Interior, National 
Park Service. The historic context establishes the relationship of the 
Syracuse Park Movement/fhornden Park to the Urban Park Movement in 
America. The historic context and a compilation of Thornden landscape 
history identifies significance. An inventory of existing park features and 
the significance of Thom den Park were assessed for integrity using 
National Park Service criteria. A park user study was conducted to 
identify images and preferences related to park issues facing Thornden. 
The user analysis and synthesized information determined preservation 
guidelines for Thorn den Park. 

Thomden Landscape History: 
An intensive historic account of Thomden Park disclosed the original 
circumstances and influences that lead to the park's origin and its 
original design. Park elements include circulation, sequencing of 
spatial experiences, views and vistas, and vegetation. These elements 
were designed in such a way as to reinforce singularly and collectively 
the desired park effect. Archival research into books, maps, 
newspaper articles, and other pertinent reference materials traced the 
series of events which gave form to the park. A landscape time line, 
written descriptions, maps and photos document this information. 
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Inventory Of Park Features: 
Existing conditions were surveyed by site studies, photos, and 
reference materials. Written descriptions, photos, and maps were 
used to document the following categories:(10) 

District and Neighborhood (existing features within a greater 
environmental setting and the neighborhood surrounding 
Thornden Park) 

Landscape Site {property limits of the park) 
Natural Features (topography, soils, and vegetation) 
Spatial Relationships (views/vistas, the overhead, vertical and 

ground planes, and degrees of. enclosure from vegetation, 
landform and other park features) 

Landscape Features-CiTculation(roads, walkways steps and parking 
facilities) 

Mechanical Systems (lighting fixtures throughout the park) 
Site Engineering Support Systems (retaining walls) 
Water Features (pools, lakes and designed water elements) 
Buildings/Structures (bath house, field house, standpipe, pavilion, 

garage, shed) 
Furnishings/Objects (benches, signs, and trash receptacles) 

Assessment Of Integrity: 
The inventory of existing conditions was utilized to assess historic 
integrity. Six of the seven qualities of integrity (location, setting, 

design, feeling, materials, and workmanship) were used to evaluate 
existing park features. 

Park User Study: 
An identification of user groups and how they perceive the park is · 
essential in a preservation planning pr~ess. The employment of a 
current user analysis defined user preferences for recreation, 
landscape, ~d other park issues. This information assisted in 
determining preservation guidelines. 
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Preservation Guidelines: 
The preservation guidelines outline treatments for the park and 
specific park features. 

The preservation process for Thom den Park was composed of a set 
of logical and rational steps. Professional Landscape Architecture 
approaches were used for landscape analysis. The National Park Service 
criteria for significance and integrity employed in the evaluation steps 
maintained a historic preservation perspective for future planning of the 
designed historic landscape and valuable community resource. A 
comprehension of the Urban Park Move~ent in America provided the 
foundation for park planning and design that related to the development 
of parks in Syracuse, New York. 
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HISTORIC CONTEXT 
The history of the Urban Park Movement in America identifies the 

development of park planning and design. Location, size, shape, and 
features of the park landscape were influenced, in part by community 
factors. The Pleasure Ground (1850-1900), the Reform Park ( 1900-1930), 
the Recreation Facility (1930-1965), and Open Space (1965-present) are 
four park design periods shaped by social, economic, and political 
conditions.(}) An understanding of each period reveals the types of parks 

that exist in today's American cities. 

The Urban Park Movement In America 
In the mid-nineteenth century, towns and cities in America were 

growing in size and population at a rapid rate. Jobs formed by industrial 
and technological innovations prompted immigration to American cities 
and exodus from the rural countryside. As the population in cities 
increased so did problems of pollution, diseases, and crowding. 

In 1845, large American cities were difficult places to live. 
Slaughterhouses disposed of carcasses into the streets, noxious chemical 
from burning coal polluted the air, and particulate matter from 
incineration of refuse settled throughout the urban environment. 
Crowding became a problem. Cities became so built-up that there was 
little open space for people and anti-urban feelings started to emerge. 

ln New York City, people wanted more green spaces. Park advocates, 
such as William Cullen Bryant and Andrew Jackson Downing, viewed green 

expanses as a way of alleviating the problems of the city. Their ideal$ 
were based on the English romanticism for nature and on the writings of 
Emerson and Thoreau. Park advocates thought nature, with its broadly 
rolling, gently sloping landscapes dotted witJl clumps of trees and 
sensuously contoured water bodies, could be duplicated in the city. 

By ·1848, park advocates campaigned for a park in New York City -
an informal park landscape similar to the English romantic style. Through 
their work, the proposed park became a political issue. After much debate 
about the location of this park, land was acquired in 1856. One year later 
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a design competition was initiated by the city. The new park was meant to 
be a piece of the country with fresh air, meadows, lakes, and sunshine in 

.the city. The Park Commissioner's official description: 

" ... the primary purpose of the park is to provide the best practical 
means of healthful recreation for the inhabitants of all classes. It is 
the one great purpose of the park to supply to the hundreds of 
thousands of tired workers, who have no opportunity to spend their 
summers in the country, a specimen of God's handiwork that shall be. 
to them, inexpensively what a month or two in the White Mountains 
or the Adirondacks is at great cost to those in easier circumstances." 
(2) 

The unfortunate death of Downing lead his associate Calvert Vaux to 
seek another partner for the design competition of this new park. 
Frederick Law Olmsted, superintendent of the site, also was influenced by 
the English informal landscape style and agreed to collaborate with Vaux 
on the design. Their design for the park contained 830 acres of open 
meadows and lawns, existing natural features, and a range of rural scenery 
with a border of native plant material surrounding the perimeter. The 
Greensward Plan for Central Park designed by Olmsted and Vaux won the 
design competition and was implemented by 1865. 

The foundation of the late nineteenth century Urban Park Movement 
was based on romantic ideals of nature's curative powers and its ability to 
restore within the city something that was vital. The natural character of 
parks countered the chaos of urban life and developed pride in civic 

• growth, wealth, and culture. Parks were the lungs of the city and a sign of 
good health. An urban consciousness and a more cosmopolitan view 
emerged of the city.(3) 

Pleasure Ground < 1850-1900} 
Central Park set a precedence for park planning and design based on 

definite aesthetic . and functional premises.(Fig. HC-1 a,b) It was the first 
deliberatei°y planned and designed urban park in America and as such the 
forerunner to the Urban Park Movement. The pastoral middle landscape 
had an overall composition of smoothness, harmony, serenity, and order 
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Separation Of Traffic Architecture Integrated In Landscape 

.. , ~-.. ·::: .. . . . .: ·• · .. 
. ·.: ... 

Strong Contrast to City Victorian Influence 

Balance Between Spatial Ele ments Designed For Recreation 

Vistas Focused Attention Artistic Composed Plantings 

Figure HC-1 a Aesthetic and functional design characteristics of parks (Kelly) 
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