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PROJECT SUMMARY 

 

Introduction 

Historic Highfield Hall sits on a 5.5 acre parcel of land nestled into the heart of Beebe Woods, a 
stone’s throw from downtown Falmouth.  Here, an agricultural landscape and oak wood was 
massaged into a premier summer estate, taking the best of nature’s handiwork to a new level of rustic 
refinement.  Highfield’s former carriage roads are now well-used walking trails and the main house is 
soon to become one of Cape Cod’s premier cultural centers.  It has not been easy, and the landscape 
here shows the effects of its 20th century abandonment.  The bulk of its genius, however, has 
survived, and withstood this test of time.  As it is re-awakened to a new era of activity, we are 
planning for its future with studied certainty that its bones can be healed, its patina polished, and its 
finishes re-clothed with the respect and dignity that they deserve.   

To this end, 2006 began this planning;  this master plan is the result of its efforts.  On January 
18, 2006 Lucinda Brockway met with the staff and volunteers at Highfield to walk the site, review the 
scope of their project, and to discuss the hurdles of funding, planning and implementation of work 
on the house and the landscape.  This visit was followed by a proposal to direct work on a Cultural 
Landscape Report and a Landscape Master Plan.  This proposal was presented with the 
understanding that since funding was limited for the project, much of the research and field work 
would be completed by site volunteers under the direction of Lucinda Brockway.  As work on the 
house and the parking lots proceeded throughout the spring and summer of 2006, the needs of the 
institution evolved and the project design established by the original proposal was no longer valid.  

A subsequent visit was made on December 14-15, 2006 to conduct a site inventory of existing 
conditions and to become familiar with the work accomplished during the year, particularly the 
construction of the parking lots.  Additional design work was required to complete these landscape 
construction projects.  Past Designs was asked to assist with the completion of these design tasks, 
and to develop an overall master plan for the site to guide its future planning and implementation.  It 
had become clear that the institutional needs of the site required a more dynamic tool for working 
with the historic landscape.  Therefore, in addition to providing design services to complete the 
parking lot areas, Lucinda Brockway developed a site master plan – a tool to direct efforts to 
rejuvenate the existing landscape to celebrate the spirit of its former features within the institutional 
needs of Historic Highfield and the use of the site as a Cultural Center. 

This more dynamic plan focuses on the stabilization and revitalization of the landscape to meet 
its current and future needs as a cultural center, and offers a prioritized guide for reclaiming the site.  
Research was limited to available site resources, and if full restoration of specific areas of the site is 
warranted, then additional research will be conducted in the future to meet these goals.  This master 
plan, therefore, has taken the same preservation philosophy which has guided the work on the house, 
and applied it to the landscape. 

With the vast acreage of Beebe Woods at its doorstep and the Highfield Theater in its back yard, 
Highfield’s grounds can celebrate the principles that shaped its initial design. These principles are 
based on the talents and techniques of Ernest Bowditch, the Beebe family and their staff gardeners, 
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as they enhanced the site’s natural beauty to create something better than nature itself – an enhanced 
New England landscape that wrapped itself around the gardens and grounds of this late 19th century 
estate.  Close to the house, distinct areas were dedicated to herbaceous gardening, fields and pastures 
supported the agricultural aspects of the property, and the house yards, carriage roads and other 
elements supported the gentle pursuit of summer recreation. 

 This master plan, therefore, celebrates the future of this historic landscape, working within the 
mission of the organization to manage, interpret and plan for the revitalization of its historic integrity 
without compromising its patina, and without creating an impossible financial burden for its 
maintenance.   

 

Lucinda Brockway 
January 31, 2007 

 

 

 

Entrance to Ice House, 2006 
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MASTER PLAN 

1. Preservation Philosophy 

  The structure of the historic landscape will be preserved, rejuvenated and adapted where necessary to meet the 
contemporary needs of the institution.  The spirit of its original design intent will be celebrated and will inspire the 
adaptive reuse of the grounds from a private estate to a public institution.  As with the house, attention to detail, 
quality craftsmanship, and a dedication to long-term stewardship will guide the work on the grounds to create an 
exceptional blending of the past and the present.  

Like buildings, all landscapes are constructed of three layers: foundation, framework and 
frosting.  The foundation represents those elements that are the most durable: stone walls, roads, 
topography, water features, building remains – those pieces of the landscape that might still be extant 
150- 200 years from now.  The framework represents those elements that are less durable, yet survive 
75-150 years: shade trees, fences, hedgerows, spatial relationships, hardy shrubs and vines, etc.  The 
frosting represents the most ephemeral of the landscape features – those elements that quickly wither 
without care: herbaceous plantings, wooden structures and benches, lights, planters and other 
furnishings, open spaces, lawns.  Each of these layers forms an important, yet very different role in 
the landscape.  It is the goal of this landscape preservation effort to preserve the structure of historic 
landscape: the foundation and as much of the framework as possible, and to celebrate the “frosting” 
as staffing and budget allows. 

Overlaid on this historic landscape are new elements necessary to operate the site as a cultural 
center: universal access, parking, accommodation of catering vans and delivery trucks, outdoor 
function spaces, and other demands which were unnecessary when the property served a single 
family.  These changes are funded through private donations, gifts, grants and event profits, and all 
need to be accomplished under the strictest and most efficient funding solutions. 

  

2. What is the structure Highfield’s landscape today? 

• Roads, paths and other elements of site circulation 

• Walls – including their design and construction characteristics 

• “Edges” of landscape spaces – the topography, vegetation, walls, fences and 
other elements that separate and define one space from another 

• Spatial relationships – the balance, contrast and proportion between 
elements of the landscape – including the relationship between open and 
wooded spaces, and the size, orientation and definition of discrete 
landscape spaces, etc.  

• Connecting links - the views, vistas and other connections between the 
landscape and its buildings, and within the landscape itself from one 
element to another 
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• Lines, forms and textures of the landscape – the stylistic characteristics that 
are both distinct to this site and common to late 19th century New England 
estate landscapes, including the rhythm and pattern of the landscape 
arrangement, its unity, its variety and the relationship between its form and 
function. 

 

3. The Spirit of Its Original Design Intent 

Today the grounds at Highfield represent a series of layers of change.  Native woodlands ebbed 
and flowed with the agricultural use of the land, which in turn gave way to the aesthetic beautification 
of the landscape to meet the tastes of at least three generations of owners.  Decay and decline had 
their own impact on the remains of these layers.  Contemporary changes, including the introduction 
of parking lots, universally accessible walks, outdoor function spaces, and site lighting for safety have 
all created the most recent layer of change. Despite all this activity, or perhaps as a result of it, there 
is a style and a spirit to the landscape here that is unique to Highfield – a spirit that still voices the 
attitudes of its late 19th century designers. This spirit is evident in the stones selected for the stone 
walls, and in the way these walls were constructed.  It is evident in the design of the carriage roads 
and in the placement of specimen trees throughout the house lawns.  It is evident in the careful 
juxtaposition and separation of utilitarian spaces from pleasure grounds.  It is evident in the siting of 

 

Highfield, c. 1900
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the house and its approach, and it is present in the myriad of details that link these spaces, and serve 
as the setting to its Queen Anne architecture. 

The house underwent a significant transformation in the mid 20th century when it was renovated 
from a Queen Anne Victorian to a columned Southern Plantation.  The grounds underwent a less 
dramatic polishing, and the contents of the garden plantings reflected the aesthetics of its new 
owners.  However, the bulk of the landscape design remained as it was conceived in 1876.  
Therefore, this master plan has been based on the principle that most of the landscape at Highfield 
today reflects its late 19th century roots – the landscape created and defined by Ernest Bowditch and 
the Beebe family.  Therefore, it is the spirit of this late 19th century era that pervades the proposed 
master plan for the property.  The size, scale, massing, texture, form and lines of this era are reflected 
in the preservation philosophy and in the attitudes and ideas presented in this plan.  Rather than 
return to its 1880’s appearance, however, the plan seeks to preserve its structure and allow necessary 
changes to sensitively adapt this landscape to its 21st century needs.   

Most importantly, there are four factors that will guide the future of this landscape: 1) its historic 
evidence; 2) our contemporary needs; 3) staffing and budgetary requirements and 4) its long term 
maintenance considerations.  These elements, blended with an exceptional attention to detail and an 
understanding of its late 19th century spirit, will shape the future for the landscape. 

 

4. Ernest Bowditch 

Ernest Bowditch (1850-1918) was a prolific landscape architect and engineer who practiced both 
in the naturalistic tradition of English landscape design and the formalized Italian garden tradition.  
With offices in Boston, Cleveland and New York, he supervised approximately sixty engineers and 
fourteen “foresters” or gardeners, who carried out work on 2,500 projects from 1870 to 1910.  
Bowditch lists both E.P. Beebe and J. Arthur Beebe of Falmouth MA as some of his “key” clients in 
1881 (in addition to H.H. Fay).  Clearly the work at Highfield and Tanglewood kept his office 

occupied for a number of years.   

In 1871 Bowditch opened his first office in a 
downtown (Boston) office building on the same 
floor as landscape gardener Robert Morris 
Copeland, and the engineering firms of Shedd & 
Sawyer, Samuel L. Minot, and Hiram Mills.  
Shortly after, Bowditch moved to a new office at 
14 Devonshire Street – the same building where 
the architectural firm of Peabody and Stearns was 
located.  This move began a long relationship 
between Bowditch and Peabody and Stearns.  
Bowditch provided the grading details and house 
siting, in addition to developing all of the 
landscape plans for Peabody and Stearns clients if 
no other landscape architect was already 
employed.  Bowditch’s first large country estate 
was designed for Pierre Lorillard, Ochre Point, 
Newport RI – known today as the first Breakers.  
This first commission was quickly followed by a 

 

Ernest Bowditch, c. 1900 
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number of Newport summer residences, and later by similar projects in Boston, Cleveland, New 
York, New Jersey, and seacoast resort communities.   

The Bowditch papers include two volumes of his reminiscences, centered on his work with the 
Darien Expedition in the Panama Canal, and his early career.  His candid, sometimes overly frank 
personality pervades his writing, and offers a personal glimpse into the design and his attitudes.  He 
describes the year 1881 at the office as follows: 

“In addition to the engineering work, the forestry or gardening work in connection with the landscape 
engineering required the services of gardeners, or as we preferred to call them, foresters, in addition to the strictly 
engineering assistants.  Foresters were always troublesome, mostly uneducated or, at best, but slightly educated.  
Many of them were foreigners, not over honest, and practically all of them perhaps ready to take commissions if any 
were offered by dealers in materials or general contractors.  Most were employed for three spring months, several of 
the best were retained the year round, excepting only the three winter months…At that time nurserymen were 
neither willing to send out men to do the planting, nor were they ready to guarantee either quality or time of 
shipment of orders; so that with almost every job of planting there arose claims for allowances and minor squabbles, 
which ought to have been avoided and are today largely absent on account of different methods of doing business.” 

Bowditch’s work was wide ranging – from public parks to cemeteries, to the planning of Tuxedo 
Park, New York, one of the premier residential community plans of its day (1885).  His design genius 
is evident in the scope and details of Highfield Hall’s landscape.  As part of a larger collection of his 
estate work, Highfield is linked to such well known estates as the Breakers (Pierre Lorillard, 1877), 
Keewaydin (Francis Blake, Weston MA, 1873), and many others. His client list for the year 1881 
follows.  Each of these properties was being developed at the same time as Highfield and 
Tanglewood, and can serve as context for work on this property.  More investigation regarding his 
work at Highfield is warranted. 

 

Robert Morris Copeland.  Plans for Estate in Barrington RI (Barrington Historical Society) 
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Landscape Gardening Clients, 1881 

Charles Lanier, Lenox MA 
T.W. Pierce, Topsfield MA 
A. Davis Weld, Forest Hills Long Island 
William B. Noyes, Newport RI 
H.H. Fay, Falmouth MA 
Edward Stanwood, Brookline MA 
J.P. Gulliver, Andover MA 
Alexander Cochrane, Prides Crossing MA 
Cushing Academy, Ashburnham MA 
Walter Sweet, Marblehead Neck MA 
Wilson Sanitarium, Baltimore MD 
Henry S. Hovey, West Gloucester MA 
Charles E. Perkins, Milton MA 
Edwin S. Barrett, Concord MA 
Francis Blake, Auburndale MA 
T. Wentworth Higginson, Cambridge MA 
Brookdale Cemetery, EAsthampton MA 
Johns Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore MD 
James Lawrence, Groton MA 
E.P. Beebe and J. Arthur Beebe, Falmouth MA 
Beacon Park, Boston MA 
Homas, Gould Island 
Albert Nicerson, Dedham MA 
Miss C.L. Wolfe, Newport RI 
Estates at:  Long Branch NJ 
   Elberon NJ 
  Seabright NJ 
  Low Moor, NJ 
 
 

 

Vinland, Estate of Miss C.L. Wolfe, Newport RI
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5. Details of the Master Plan 

a. Site Circulation 

Overview 

Clearly, vehicular circulation and parking have had the biggest impact on Highfield’s most recent 
landscape changes.  Nestling the parking into the grade below the house required significant shaping 
and retaining of the hillside, but allowed for a significantly sized parking lot that was almost entirely 
hidden from the major views of the house.  The construction of these lots required careful drainage 
engineering, and a significant new walkway system to link these parking lots to the house.  Though 
the turnaround in front of the house had to be redesigned to meet the needs of current vehicular 
wheel bases and universal access parking requirements, it nevertheless retained the spirit of the initial 
driveway design.  The meandering aesthetics of the estates carriage roads are reflected in the 
approach to the parking lots, and the irregular design of the lots themselves. 

The late 19th century carriage road system remains the foundation of the Beebe Woods walking 
paths.  Connecting this earlier road system to the new parking areas and the programmatic needs of 
Highfield has required the construction of some additional woodland trails.  This trail system has 
been designed with the following intentions: 

1) Wherever possible, earlier paths and road systems will be used for the trails and paths 

2) When a former road or path is not evident, then a new trail/path will be designed that features 
 the same design characteristics of the late 19th century system – including the width of the paths, 
 the construction and surfacing of the path, and the meandering habit of the trail system.  Though 
 these new paths connect one space to another, they do so in a way that celebrates the existing 
 vegetation, topography, hydrology and other elements of the site.  Their connection to the main 
 house celebrate the best and most beautiful views and vistas to and from the building, and their 
 meandering habit allows the visitor to appreciate the smaller views and vistas within the 
 landscape as each path twists and turns its way through the landscape.   

 

 

 

Carriage Road, Highfield, 2006 
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Details 

Most of the woodland carriage paths were designed as 8-10’ wide roads, with a packed gravel 
base.  They were often swept and raked by house staff to clear them from twigs, leaves and other 
debris.  All followed the easiest of grades, and swept their way through the landscape to take 
advantage of the best views within the woodlands as they made their way from one destination to 
another.  Where the grades did not allow an easy natural slope, sections of cut granite stone walls 
were used to either hold back the existing slopes or to retain the grades of the new road bed.    

Original footpaths are harder to find.  Near the house, the walks were made of 4’ square 
bluestone slabs set in stone dust or sand with minimal space for joints between each stone.  Service 
paths or woodland pedestrian paths were 4-5’ wide with a gravel base.  Over time they have been 
covered with either leaf mould or pine needle mulch.   

New universal access paths from the parking areas have been specified as either concrete or 
concrete pavers with granite steps transcending the grades from the house to the lower parking lot.  
Garden paths were designed as dressed gravel edged with 2’ wide turf or boxwood edges.  Today 
most of these paths are no longer visible, but their bases can be easily rediscovered under the grass 
and pine needles.  The service entrance includes a proposed 4’ wide chip seal walkway from the 
caterer’s parking to the kitchen, and a wooden plank ramp leading from the caterer’s parking to the 
porch door.  These walkways will facilitate the hand trucks and other equipment required to move 
large quantities of food and supplies into the house. 

The new paths that are proposed through the fields and wooded areas have been designed atop 
former carriage roads or pedestrian paths wherever possible.  Before these paths are installed, some 
field investigation should reveal the original dimensions and locations of these systems.  Wherever 
possible, these original systems should be revitalized for contemporary purposes.  This is especially 

true in the “dell” 
where the original 
route of the path has 
been obscured by 
green briar and other 
weedy shrubs, and 
around the west 
garden where the 
path system should 
be easily revealed 
with minimal 
investigation. 

 

Carriage Road Entrance, Highfield 
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Concrete paver walks for universal access 

 

Broken bluestone segments of original walk

 

Turf-edged gravel walks in west garden 
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b. Walls 

Overview 

 As part of the site inventory, an overview of all of the existing walls was conducted, and 
notes were taken concerning the type of stone and construction details for each wall.  With this 
minimal level of investigation, it seems clear that there are four major types of stone walls on the site.  
With additional research, these construction details could reveal additional information about the site 
history.  It seems clear that there were at least four types of wall construction.  The earliest walls 
seem to be better constructed by highly skilled masons.  The second type of wall, found primarily in 
the garden areas, near the old greenhouse, and at the former tennis court, were less formal walls 
using smaller stone and lots of mortar.  Some of this mortar was poorly applied, or was added later.  
The third type of wall construction is associated with the service buildings and agricultural areas – 
featuring rough cut or natural fieldstone, no caps, and many “chinked” stones between the larger 
stones.  Finally, the walls built with the bluestone steps in the dell were entirely different in their type 
of stone, size, and character.  Undoubtedly these walls were a later addition. 

As part of the new construction, walls using flat stone veneer over poured cement, and concrete 
block walls designed to simulate stone were used for the parking lot retaining walls and the 
handicapped ramp off the house porch.   

Most of the old walls at Highfield will need some attention in the very near future.  Some are 
showing signs of deterioration and will require some preventative maintenance before the water 
freeze/thaw cycles further deteriorate their condition.  This work should be carefully specified and 
detailed to ensure the proper matching of mortar color, construction techniques, and drainage. 

 

Detail 

Wall Type #1:  House Foundation and Architectural Walls 

• Retaining wall at Service Court 
• House foundation 
• Stable walls at Highfield Theater 
 

These walls appear to have been built by a master mason at the same time as the house 
construction.  They consist of dressed cut square or rectangular fieldstone veneer with a slightly 
hammered face finish set in a random ashlar-style pattern.  They are carefully constructed, with 
uniform, mortared joints.  Where the walls are deteriorating, they show the stone veneer is roughly 
2” thick and mortared on a rough fieldstone wall base.  Where these walls are used to retain the 
grade, such as around the service court, they are capped with a 2” thick bluestone cap with smooth 
cut edges.  The cap is mortared onto the fieldstone and veneer wall, formally hiding the wall’s 
method of construction.   
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Dressed veneer wall at service court 

 

Finished appearance of interior  
foundation wall 

 

Broken section of wall shows veneer  
and back stones 

 

Dressed wall of stable (Highfield Theater) 
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Wall Type #2: Retaining walls along Carriage Paths & Ice House 

• Low retaining walls at Ice House 
• Entrance walls at Ice House 
• Carriage path walls (road to Beebe Woods) 
• Retaining wall behind Gardener’s Cottage 

 
These walls appear to have been constructed at the same time as the house.  They feature the 

same large rectangular and square fieldstones, though instead of veneer, these stones appear to be 
12” thick.  Most of the stones in these walls are brown, gray and in some cases, pink granite cut in 

12” high x 12” deep x 18-30” long 
rectangles or squares.  These walls 
feature a thick cut rectangular stone 
cap with stones 6” high x 12” deep x 
12-20” long. Some of the walls include 
chinked stones in between the larger 
dressed stones. The walls were 
constructed with mortared joints and a 
later topping of mortar was added in 
some areas to fill gaps in the joints and 
behind the walls to prevent water 
from undermining the walls.  This 
mortar was applied by a less-skilled 
craftsman or an amateur and should 
be removed as the walls are restored 
or re-pointed.     

 
 Ice house entrance walls 

 

Retaining wall, entrance to carriage roads near ice house 
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Carriage Road Walls, 2006 
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Wall Type #3: Retaining walls in Garden and Greenhouse areas 

• Tennis court wall 
• Herbaceous garden wall 
• Old Greenhouse wall (removed for parking area) 

 

These walls are very distinct from the agricultural walls and the carriage road walls.  They are 
more crudely constructed, and were clearly meant to be covered with vegetation.  They are 
constructed of smaller, irregular fieldstone with a flat face and irregular cut edges.  Instead of a 
rounded New England fieldstone, these seem to be blasted ledge stone – their irregular, angular lines 
show signs of fracturing and not natural weathering.  They featured flush mortared joints, and in 

some areas the mortar has been so 
heavily applied as to mask the edges 
of the stones entirely.  They often 
have a rough fieldstone cap with a flat 
top.  All follow the height of the grade 
that they are retaining.  The wall in the 
herbaceous garden has a thin cement 
or concrete cap that may have been 
applied much later.   

 

 

 

 

 

Tennis Court Wall

 

Herbaceous Garden Wall 

 

Old Greenhouse Wall 
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Wall Type #4: Steps into the Rhododendron “Dell” 

• Walls at bluestone steps into the rhododendron hillside 

 

 These walls are very atypical of Highfield, and clearly were constructed at a different time 
than the others, and by a different mason.  They are well constructed and carefully laid, featuring 
round-faced small New England fieldstones, with heavily shaped mortared joints between.  They 
were constructed at the same time as the stairs leading down this hill, and form both the retaining 
wall and the side walls of the stairs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dell stair remains and wall
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Wall Type #5: Agricultural Walls 

• Wall at stable/theater yard 
• Wall above circular stone foundation off carriage road entrance 
• Ramp wall down to circular stone foundation 
• Circular stone foundation wall 

 

It is not clear what the circular foundation wall is at the entrance to the carriage roads behind the 
ice house, but it is very possible that this wall formed the base of a silo or water tank – a part of the 
agricultural complex associated with the stable (now Highfield Theater).  The series of walls in this 
area, though constructed of different sized stones, are constructed in similar manner.  The double set 
of retaining walls below the theater yard consist of irregular cut fieldstone set with many chinked 
stones in between.  No mortar was used on this wall at all.  Most of the stones are the same size: 2’ 
wide x 1’ high x 2-3’ long.   

The wall above the circular foundation is constructed the same way, but using smaller stones.  
These stones are generally 12” high x 18” wide x 18” long.  Occasionally, 6’ x 2’ x 1’ stones were used 
as a cap on this wall (some are missing or these were added from another location).  The same use of 
chinked stones here is consistent with the other retaining walls in the area. 

The ramp wall 
down to the circular 
foundation is slightly 
different, but of the 
same overall character 
as the other walls.  This 
wall consists of square 
cut rectangular granite 
stones on top of 
smaller, flat face 
irregular fieldstones.  
This wall has mortared 
joints that were applied 
sometime after the wall 
was laid as the mortar 
does not go all the way 
through the stones. 

The circular 
foundation wall consists 
of cut square stones 18” 
long x 18” wide x 6” 
high.  Portions of the 

wall include mortared face joints.  Cut stones were set atop the wall, with no mortar.   

Just past the circular foundation, at the base of the hillside, are a number of large, round 
boulders or fieldstones that appear to be the remains of a tumbled earlier fieldstone wall, or the 
leftover boulders from the rhododendron garden installation.  Unlike any of the other walls on the 

 

Circular stone walls – remains of former agricultural building or silo? 
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property, these stones are round, of varying sizes, and were set atop one another with no mortar and 
little planning. 

 

 

 

Retaining walls behind Theater

 

Upper Circular Wall 

 

Lower Circular Wall

 

Ramp Wall – Agricultural Area 
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c. Steps 

Overview 

There are three types of steps already present on site: those made of irregular granite fieldstone 
(such as those by the rear of the Highfield Theater); those which feature cut bluestone treads and 
risers set on a cement base (such as those in the rhododendrons at the top of the Dell), and those 
made of logs and stone dust (such as those in front of the Theater building).   

The path that connects the parking lot to the house will include a new style of step – solid 
granite blocks.  These steps were recommended for their durability, their safety, and their cost.  The 
other proposed steps (near the rear house porch and off the small parking lot) can be constructed of 
the same solid granite, or of cut bluestone treads and risers with a cement underlay like the steps in 
the Dell.  In either case, safety, durability and ease of maintenance will be the guiding factor in their 
construction and their upkeep.   

The grade changes surrounding the house yards and parking lots have resulted in some steep 
embankments that are not easily ascended or descended.  In these areas steps have been proposed to 
facilitate the ease and safety of these connections.  All of the new stairs will require railings.  Simple 
black iron rails are suggested as they provide the most durable and simple forms in the landscape, 
with the least impact on the appearance of the historic landscape overall. 

 

Rustic Steps behind Theater 
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Detail 

The irregular granite fieldstone steps are located on Highfield Theater property, immediately 
behind the Theater building.  They were built of scrap stone materials – natural fieldstones in 
irregular shapes but with one flat side used as the stair tread.  Round fieldstones were used as 
informal edges or cheek walls for the stairs.  In one stair, square cut pieces of granite tile were used 
for the tread.  These stairs were inventoried, though they are not part of the Highfield acreage, 
because their character and construction techniques are similar to other Bowditch landscapes, though 
it is hard to say exactly how old these stairs are. 

The bluestone steps leading 
from the carriage path to the 
bottom of the “Dell” were clearly 
designed with the walls as part of a 
formal entrance to this woodland 
area.  The steps had a 2” thick cut 
bluestone riser and tread with 
heavily mortared joints set on a 
cement base.  They were 
constructed perpendicular to the 
slope of the hill.  Five stairs 
descend to a landing, and then 
turn 90 degrees and continue 
down eight additional steps to the 
woodsy path.  The hillside in this 
area was ornamented with massive 
boulders and planted with 
rhododendrons.  More details 
about the purpose and design of 
this area will be evident when the 
rhododendrons are pruned back 
and the area is “rediscovered.”   

The stairs across from the 
Theater were built to create a safer 
walking path from the parking area 
near the Gardener’s Cottage to the 
Theater.  These stairs were built 
using log risers set into the hillside 
and backfilled with compacted 
gravel and crushed bluestone.  
They are a safe, yet very informal 
trail-style stair. 

The master plan calls for new stairs to be added to facilitate ascending some of the grades.  
These stairs are proposed as granite block steps with hammered face risers and thermal-finish treads.  
Some of the steps required for the woodland trails could be more simply constructed – log risers and 
crushed gravel steps set into the grade, or wooden stairs and runners applied onto the surface of the 
grade.  To comply with the period appropriate treatment of these stairs, a more substantial fieldstone 
construction is preferred, similar to the stairs behind the former stable (Theater), using flat 
fieldstones for the steps and small boulders to retain the grade each side of the stairs. 

 

Bluestone Steps in Dell (missing bluestone treads & risers) 
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d. Plantings 

Overview 

Highfield was not a horticultural showplace.  Exotic horticultural specimens were not the focus 
of the horticultural efforts here.  Instead, Highfield’s plant collection featured native and hardy shade 
trees carefully strewn along the edges of the house lawns planted to seem as if they appeared on their 
own, but carefully sited to emphasize the views from and to the main house.  The diversity of 
flowering shrubs was limited in its scope, but great in the quantity of each.  Instead of one or two 
shrubs planted in isolated locations, banks of flowering shrubs spilled over the slopes and lawn edges 
in scale with the wide lawns and large house.  The herbaceous plants were limited to the boxed 
planters and the two garden areas; the herbaceous garden and the west field (or west garden).  The 
herbaceous garden, with its Victorian stylized “bedding out” design featured banks of summer color 
easily viewed from the entrance turn around. The west garden, set down slope from the house and 
nearer the greenhouse, produced most of the cut flowers used in the main house.   

The bulk of the estate’s plantings consist of native trees brought into the carefully manicured 
yards where they were encouraged to reach their full beauty.   Beech, in particular, was a favorite that 
could open its massive branching structure to its full extent out of the confines of the woodland 
competition.  Even today these trees form the bulk of the landscape spectacle; their elephantine 
trunks are wrinkled with more than a century of growth and development.  Beside the beeches, 
maples, oaks and elms gave grace and dignity to the house grounds.  Few evergreen species were 
used here, though the woodlands are scattered with copses of white pine where the oak canopy has 
allowed them to flourish.   

Highfield’s historic photograph collection shows a consistency in the selection and placement of 
plant materials throughout the 19th and 20th centuries.  Under the shade trees, flowering shrubs 
thickened the edges of the lawn areas and house foundation, offering some definition of space and 
giving up their banks of color in the summer heat.  Rhododendrons were a favorite for late spring 
color, but hydrangeas formed the majority of the shrub collection.   

To reduce the scale of the house, and to encourage shade in the hot summer sun, Victorian vines 
clamored their way from the house foundation to the second story.  Dutchman’s pipe, akebia, 
wisteria and parthenocissus are all featured in the historic photographs. 

Wooden box planters were brought out to the edges of the walkways for the summer season.  
Topiary viburnum filled some of the pots nearest the house, shaped to look like large domed 
lollipops in their wooden containers.   

Designed for high summer color, the herbaceous plant palette included a wealth of summer-
flowering perennials for cut flowers and in-garden color.  Zinnias, daylilies, iris, heliopsis, phlox, and 
many others filled the gardens and supplied the house with color from June through September.  
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Details 

The following is a list of plants identified in the historic photographs and/or still extant on the 
Highfield grounds.  The botanical names are listed to prevent confusion between common names of 
plants: 

Trees 

Fagus grandiflora (American Beech) 
Fagus sylvatica (European Beech) 
Fagus sylvatica pendula (Weeping Beech) 
Quercus alba (White oak) 
Quercus rubra (Red oak) 
Acer saccharum (Sugar Maple) 
Acer rubrum (Red Maple) 
Ulmus americana (American elm) 
Betula papyrifera (Paper birch) 
Castanea dentate (American chestnut) 
Liriodedron tulipifera (Tulip Tree) 
Tilia americana (Linden) 
 
Shrubs & Vines 
 
Buxus sempervirens (Boxwood) 
Hydrangea pee gee (Hydrangea) 
Hydrangea pee gee tree form (Tree hydrangea) 
Viburnum sp. (topiary viburnum in pots) 
Rhododendron catawbiense (Catawba rhododendron) 
Rhododendron maximum (Rosebay rhododendron) 
Parthenocissus quinquefolia (Woodbine) 
Wisteria sinensis (Wisteria) 
Akebia quinata (Five leaf akebia) 
Aristolochia durior (Dutchman’s pipe) 
Rosa cv (shrub roses) 
 
Herbaceous Plantings 
 
Phlox paniculata (Garden phlox) 
Zinnia cv. (Zinnia) 
Iris siberica (Siberian iris) 
Iris germanica (bearded iris) 
Hemerocallis cv. (some pictures show the H. fulva and H. flava varieties) (Daylily) 
Paeonia cv (Peony) 
Heliopsis helianthoides (heliopsis) 
 
 
This list was derived from a cursory review of the historic photographs.  If any of the garden 

areas are to be restored, a more detailed plant inventory and planting plan can be developed from the 
historic photographs. 
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Lawn trees – View from House Porch 
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Lawns 

Robert Morris Copeland, a contemporary of Ernest Bowditch (and one of his mentors), outlined 
the proper methods for establishing a lawn in the late 19th century.  It was common practice to 
cultivate a crop for one or two seasons in the areas where a lawn was to be established, to work the 
soil, eliminate weeds, and create a finely tilled and well manured soil in which the grass seed could 
then take root.  However, Copeland recommended that Spring Rye, Oats, or Barley be planted with 
the grass seed, and allowed to grow to 12” high.  The grains would germinate quickly and shade the 
grass seed, providing a moist shady environment for the grass seed to grow.  When the grains were 
12” high, they were mown to 2-3” high, allowed to grow again, and cut 3 times during the first 
season.  These annuals grains would not come back the next year, and by the following season the 
grass lawn was well established.  This method provided a coarser, tufted appearance to the lawn 
areas, less uniform than the evenly mown, weed-free lawns we are more familiar with today. 

Though our methods are very different today, the goal of the Highfield lawns is similar – a 
carefully mown greensward for lawn parties and outdoor activities.  A very durable, sun/shade park 
mix that can withstand the heavy use and compaction of summer parties is the best choice for the 
lawns.  Manure the soils well using organic compost to reduce the need for water and to help prevent 
compaction.  After large parties, the lawn areas may require aeration to reduce soil compaction.  
Some historic sites have had success adding 3/8” gravel to the heavily trafficked lawn areas – this 
gravel is mixed with the topsoil and provides a stable planting medium that can better withstand the 
foot traffic, but does dry out more quickly than heavily organic soils.  All should be well limed, 
fertilized regularly, and watered sufficiently to maintain the appropriate health and vigor of the lawns.  

 In some areas of the grounds, such as the field below the parking lot, the grass should be mown 
2-3 times per year, (as often as a hay field) to keep out woody species and to encourage the field 
grasses and wildflowers to be well established. 

Good soils, a top dressing of screened compost, and regular application of lime or gypsum will 
maintain a good-looking lawn.  Areas of the grounds further removed from the house can be 
maintained as fields, and mown 2-3 times per year to maintain their period –appropriate treatment. 

 

Event Lawn 
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Trees 

Clearly, Highfield’s house yards are best characterized by open lawns and scattered deciduous 
specimen trees.  Planted in the 1880’s these trees are now at the height or slightly past their peak 
maturity.  In the next fifty years, they will experience a gradually decline in their vigor, and their 
ability to withstand the impacts of severe weather.  Good stewardship of the landscape requires a 
maintenance program for these trees and a good replacement program as they decline.  Therefore, 
where possible, and with strictest attention to their siting and situation, new trees should be scattered 
throughout the house yards to serve as the next generation of specimen trees.  Beech trees are the 
most predominant, followed by maple, elm, oak and linden.  All should be carefully sited to reinforce 
the views and vistas to and from the main house across the lawns and up the entrance drive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beech tree near former greenhouse 
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e. Treatment of Garden Areas 

The treatment of the garden areas offers the most flexibility.  As the “frosting” layer in the 
landscape, these areas were the most costly and required the most maintenance of any portion of the 
grounds.  As such, they were the most ephemeral and have suffered the highest losses.  Their 
framework is important to the overall spatial arrangement of the landscape, so restoring or 
preserving their walls, fences, hedgerows and other spatial delineations will maintain their spatial 
identity.  Within this framework, the contents of the gardens can reflect their period appearance, the 
bones of their period appearance, or remain as open function spaces with little new herbaceous 
planting.  As institutional priorities, staffing and budget allow, these spaces can be renovated, 
renewed, and/or restored. 

Restoration of the period appearance of the herbaceous garden and the west garden will require a 
significant commitment to gardening, and the commensurate budget and staffing required for 
maintaining these spaces.  Careful consideration should be given to rebuilding a greenhouse near the 
west garden in the style and character of the former estate greenhouse to ensure the supply of flower 
seedlings and plants necessary to supply these large garden areas if their restoration is planned.   

Simplified preservation options, or new plantings within the framework of these spaces should 
be sensitively planned and executed so that they are compatible with the textures of late 19th century 
gardening. 

Nils Carlson in garden 
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  Herbaceous Garden 

The Herbaceous Garden was designed as a colorful show piece near the main entrance to the 
house.  This sunken garden area featured low box-edged garden beds set in an elaborate Victorian 
geometric design.  Plant selection reinforced the repetition of the garden design.  Paths were either 
swept dirt or top dressed with gravel.  Across the back of the garden, 6’ vertical posts supported 
either vining plants or pole roses.  In the twentieth century, the intensity of labor in this garden was 
reduced, as was the apparent size of the garden.  The boxwood that remained in the 1970’s was either 
the hardiest of the old garden box edging, or the remains of a simplified design probably added when 
the house was renovated in the 1940’s.   

This area is still the most visible garden spot at Highfield today.  At a minimum, the garden walls 
should be repaired, and the existing boxwood pruned, fertilized and rejuvenated.  The weeping 
beech, upright beech and other large trees surrounding the garden should be evaluated and pruned 
for both vigor and safety.  The akebia which is running rampant at the end of the garden wall should 
be pruned and maintained against the wall.  The small bird house in the center of the garden should 
be restored, or a copy made to protect and replace the original.  The remains of the water piping 
system on the east side of the garden should be fixed and put to use,  or replaced with new materials 
(depending on its condition).  If a full garden restoration is not feasible, then perhaps a smaller 
herbaceous border can be maintained in this area, designed against the stone wall in the style and 
content of the earlier garden.    

 

Herbaceous Garden c. 1900



 
30

 

 

Removing debris in herbaceous garden, c. 1970’s

 

Herbaceous Garden 2006 
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West Garden (West Field, Franklin Field) 

 

The West Garden offered an attractive view from the house grounds at the turn of the century, 
but was designed primarily for cut flower production.  The beds were designed in a less elaborate but 
nevertheless intensive gardening arrangement.  Wide borders along the fence protected the 
rectangular interior garden beds.  Paths were dressed with gravel, and all of the garden beds were 
edged with an 18” wide strip of mown grass.   

Today this garden area is evident – a broad flat plateau sitting in an opening at the edge of the 
woods.  The garden is heavily shaded, however, as the woodland has marched through the garden in 
the 20th century.  There are many alternatives for treatment of this garden area – all dependent on the 
programmatic and interpretive priorities of Historic Highfield.  The fence and edge borders of this 
garden could be restored using shade – tolerant plant species, and the open internal portions of the 
garden could be planned and planted for woodland weddings.  If staff, budget and programmatic 
priorities provide for the garden to be restored, then a more intensive research campaign should 
precede the garden installation to ensure close attention to period detail. 

 

West Garden (West Field) c. 1900 
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f. Lighting 

Overview 

The photographs on file with Historic Highfield do not show any period lighting fixtures for the 
buildings or the grounds.  Therefore, post and bollard lighting has been selected to be sympathetic to 
the period of the house with luminieres that offer the option of adding baffles to limit the direction 
of the light path.   

g. Site furnishings 

Overview 

There are a number of small site furnishing details that will enhance the period –appropriate 
details of the Highfield landscape.  No original site furnishings remain extant to our knowledge, but 
the search for these could reveal additional information on their design and placement in the 
landscape.  The photograph below illustrates the siting and appearance of planter boxes, porch urns 
and porch furniture, for example. 

 

Site furnishings at Highfield, c. 1900 
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Details 

Water spigots 

The image of the West Garden clearly shows a simple 12” above-ground standpipe with spigot 
attached – a very typical turn of the century garden fixture.  A large tank to collect and hold the water 
from the house roof and foundation drains was installed in front of the ice house during the house 
restoration.  This tank will serve as a water source for garden and landscape irrigation.  Whether a 
modern irrigation system or a period system is installed has yet to be determined.  It is likely that 
both types will be beneficial to the use of the landscape for the future. 

Vine supports 

The historic image of the house entrance (page 32) shows vines growing up the corners of the 
main house.  These vines may have been trained directly onto the building, but today’s preservation 

standards discourage this 
practice to save the 
integrity of the wooden 
buildings.  Therefore, if 
vines are to be grown again 
at the corners of the house, 
then metal pipe or wooden 
“ladders” should be added 
to the corners of the 
building.  These supports 
are free-standing structures 
set 12-18” away from the 
building, often with hinged 
bases so that the vines & 
their supports can be 
brought away from the 
building façade when 
painting the structure.  The 
photographs illustrate some 
of these systems.  Another 
option, shown in the 
engineering drawings, is to 

use airplane wiring strung through oversize eye bolts screwed into the upper eave and the lower 
water table trim and twine the vines around these vertical wire supports. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Restored 19th century vine support, Newbury NH 
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Trellis system engineering details, Olmsted National Historic Site, Brookline MA 

 

19th century wooden trellis systems, Newport RI 
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Planter boxes 

The historic image of the house entrance (page 32) includes two box planters set on each side of 
the entrance walk.  Two olive jar-style pots and porch furniture are evident in this image as well.  The 
box planters are simple, plain sided wooden boxes, probably with metal liners, featuring a topiary tree 
(viburnum?) in each.  Similar planters are shown on other late 19th century Bowditch estates, 
particularly those in Newport, filled with blue hydrangeas or potted tree ferns.   

 

 

Examples of wooden planter 
boxes readily available in preservation 
markets today 
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 Fences and Stair Rails 

Overview 

The period photographs do not include any indication of period fence styles, with the exception 
of the West Garden.  Here, in addition to the fence, the garden appears to have included a high 
square arbor or vine support over the southern entrance to the garden. 

Other 19th century sources have been used for recommending the new fence in the parking lot 
area.   

Details 

If the West Garden is restored to its period-specific plantings, it appears that the garden was 
surrounded by a wooden frame wire fence.  The wooden frame was approximately 42-48” tall, with 
white or natural wooden posts and horizontal rails.  The open panels between the rails were 
undoubtedly covered with chicken wire, horizontal/vertical wire panels, or similar protection from 
small animals.  The southern entrance to the garden features a simple wooden cross-braced gate and 
a single frame arbor covered with vines.  Deer will have to be a consideration when planning for the 
specific treatment of this garden is considered.  If a full scale period planting is considered, then a 
higher black net or wire deer fence will be required above the period fence to keep the deer out of 
the garden. 

The fence at the parking lot is inspired from similar, simple rural iron fence treatments found at 
other New England properties from the turn of the century.  Stewart Iron Works, the manufacturer 
of the recommended fencing, installed fences throughout New England at the end of the 19th 
century, many of which remain extant. 

Iron stair rails 
and posts have been 
recommended for 
the stair areas.  
Painted black, with 
posts to match the 
parking lot fence, 
these rails will offer 
safety with little 
impact on the 
overall appearance 
of the landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Restored 19th century laundry yard fence & gate, Kennebunkport ME 
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Catalog cuts showing late 19th century iron fence styles can be used as models for parking lot 
fences and stair rails 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Detail of fence & arbor, west garden, late 19th century 
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6. Priorities 
 
There is some work that volunteers can do to stabilize the landscape and prevent further 
deterioration of open space, historic plant species, and landscape features: 
 

•  A first priority should be given to finishing the parking lot areas, the paths connecting the 
parking lots to the house, and the plantings and lighting that both complete these areas 
and allow for safe, attractive access to and from the house in all seasons.  This work is 
critical to the immediate success of the house, as income from functions is what will 
guide its future.   

•  The second priority is to complete the areas of the site dedicated to tenant use.  This 
includes the service court, the service court walls, dumpster area, paths to the kitchen 
areas, and other access and circulation issues (including lighting) for the building tenants 
and their visitors.  Like the function spaces, the income from these rentals will support 
the long term financial success of the property. 

•  The third priority is the stabilization of the rest of the site. This work includes evaluating 
the retaining walls and planning for their repair and maintenance, plans to preserve the 
ice house and other outbuildings, and cyclical maintenance plans for the large trees 
throughout the site.  

•  Finally, rejuvenation of the gardens and grounds throughout the site can enhance and 
supplement the use of the house yards.  This includes the trail system, the stairs 
throughout the path system, opening areas where the woodland has encroached on field 
and garden spaces, and long term planning for the use and treatment of the garden 
spaces. 

 
There is a significant amount of work that volunteers and groups can conduct on site that will further 
these goals.  This work includes: 
 

• Removal of younger stands of trees that have taken over the lower lawn and 
garden areas below the main house 

• Pruning and maintenance of the rhododendrons in the “dell”  
• Reclamation of  paths in the “dell” and areas on the lower levels of the property 

– including finding some of the paths under the leaf mold  
• Tree pruning for safety and improved vigor – particularly for all of the older 

specimen trees on the property  
• Stabilization of walls and foundation remains (to prevent frost heaving the walls 

any further) and to repair those walls that have crumbled (including the walls 
and stones near the rhododendron dell)  This work should be done by 
experienced masons and with careful attention to the construction techniques, 
mortar details and the stylistic considerations of each wall 

• Feeding and fertilizing trees impacted by the construction activity, including 
aeration of their root systems to relieve soil compaction 

• Relief of the impact to trees and plant communities affected by the changes in 
grading required for the house work – particularly the larger trees impacted by 
the changes in grading near the west garden – this work might include removal 
of younger, non-historic trees and construction of boulder walls or smaller 
stone walls to protect root systems of older trees. 



39 

• Treatment of the new slopes created by the changes in house terracing to 
prevent erosion, etc. particularly in those areas facing the west garden.  This 
planting should be carefully planned before it is installed, including the methods 
for its long term maintenance and watering.  At a minimum, banks of 
groundcover (such as Vinca minor) would prevent soil erosion. 

• Investigate and plan for the construction of planter boxes shown in historic 
photographs, or selection of appropriate copies of historic planters, including 
the option of fiberglass look -alikes. 

• Establish a relationship with other historic preservation, conservation, and 
forestry agencies to share problems, approaches to preservation and 
conservation issues, and to share potential marketing and visitation 
opportunities 

• Relay project findings to neighboring property owners to influence new 
landscape and building design that is compatible with this historic fabric of the 
larger Highfield property, or to encourage appropriate preservation and 
treatment of historic elements such as the carriage paths and walls 

• Establish a relationship with area colleges and universities to encourage use of 
the property for undergraduate and graduate study 

• Encourage additional research to provide site specific and contextual 
information for preservation planning.  This work can include: 
• Collect archival information from state, local and regional archives,   
 including maps, written and pictorial archives, tourism brochures and   
 archives, period and contemporary aerial photographs, maps and plans 
• Collect historic information from town archives, including the local library, 

town tax records, newspapers, etc. 
• Develop a full deed profile for the property, showing when the property 

was bought and sold, to whom, dates, and any landscape information that 
might have been included in these transactions, including any marketing 
pieces that were done on the property at the time of the sale. 

• Investigate the archives of previous owners (if possible) for purchase 
orders, pictures, family photographs, and other information related to the 
landscape 

• Investigate any contractors, designers or caretakers with knowledge of the 
property, including gardeners, neighbors, masons, nurserymen and other 
professionals involved with the construction, care and maintenance of the 
property since its initial design implementation.  Find out who they 
are/were and if there are any companies still in business today with skills 
that could help with garden preservation, or with records that could help us 
understand the history of the landscape.  This includes local families whose 
fathers and grandfathers were involved with the construction, care or 
maintenance of the estate in the 20th century 

• Investigate the archives of Ernest Bowditch and Peabody and Sterns for 
information related to this site and collect all images of the property 
throughout its history, including aerial views, post card views, paintings, etc. 

•  Compile a research notebook, including all primary resources collected 
about the landscape 
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7. Conclusion 
 
Highfield is a wonderful, unique, very special place.  Its spirit pervades both the restoration of 

the old and the development of the new.  It is gracefully moving forward into a new era, under a new 
purpose.  Today’s dedication to detail, quality of craftsmanship, and support for its purpose is a 
testament to the same talents and abilities that shaped Highfield in the late 19th century.  As the focus 
moves from the house onto the grounds, the landscape can only benefit from this same spirit as it 
reawakens to its own future. 

 
 


