Independent Project Proposal 

for Design Certification by The Landscape Institute
Date: 
November 30, 2004

Student: 
Patricia M. McGinnis


73 Copeland St., Waltham, MA  02451


(H)  781-899-0994   (M) 508-280-4591


p.mcginnis@comcast.net

Advisor: 
Laura Eisener

1. Working Title:  
The Espousal Center: Reaching Out, Welcoming In
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2. Research Problem:
The major challenge of this project is to achieve a reconciliation between the differing needs and characteristics of two broad elements, which together constitute the Espousal Center of the Order of the Stigmatine Fathers.  As an explicitly religious site, the Espousal Center site houses the US Provincial headquarters of the order, incorporating offices as well as a residence for about 25 brothers and priests of the order (17 retired), indoor and outdoor chapels and altars, a travel office and a religious gift shop.  In a more secular vein, since the 1970s the site has included a small conference facility with capacity for 100+ persons overnight, primarily for use by other not-for-profit groups.  

These two elements place widely differing demands on the landscape, but two primary tensions are evident: between constituencies, and between styles.  The primary project focus will be on better serving the intellectual and spiritual needs of the two major constituencies, the resident Stigmatines and the clients of the Retreat Center.  The landscape design should enhance the contemplative and/or devotional opportunities available to both groups, and provide discreet boundaries where appropriate between the associated religious and secular uses.  Similarly, in stylistic terms, the landscape must orchestrate the peaceful coexistence of pedestrians and vehicles, and of conflicting architectures.  The older, traditional white clapboard buildings used by the religious community have little in common with the modern beige brick (highlighted by orange fiberglass) which is the mid-70’s sprawling Retreat Center.  Successfully reducing these tensions should enable the order to improve the market appeal of the conference facility and contribute to its increased commercial success.  
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As an additional program element, the plan will attempt to integrate increased local utilization and appreciation of the woodlands and recreational facilities, in a manner consistent with the avowed ministries of the Stigmatine Fathers.  Managing increased access to the woodlands can also provide additional benefits to the two established constituencies, without impinging on their enjoyment of the grounds. 

My primary theoretical research issue will be to understand the commonalities (and the potential for conflicts) among the emotional, intellectual, and spiritual needs of the various user groups, specifically as they relate to the physical environment.  This will require an articulation of those needs, a focus on the human mind and the spirit or soul, the latter in both the religious sense and the more general humanistic sense.  My research will range from historic analyses of monastic garden through the literature of transcendentalism (Emerson and Thoreau, Walden, etc.,) to the more contemporary literature on retreat and sanctuary gardens. 

Secondary (or more applied) research issues will fall into two categories, local and practical.  In the context of Waltham itself, I need to understand the history of the site, as well as the ways that woodlands access and recreational facilities might be integrated within the local community.  To resolve existing challenges on the site, I will need to incorporate techniques for managing spatial separations, managing circulation, and creating a low-maintenance environment. 
3. Background:
In densely developed Waltham, about 12 miles outside of Boston, the Catholic Stigmatine Fathers have owned a site of roughly 48 acres since the late 1920s.  The Congregation of the Sacred Stigmata (CSS) is a Rome-based, worldwide network of priests and brothers involved in Seminary Formation of Priests, Spiritual Direction, Counseling, Youth Ministry and Parish Missions, among other ministries.  The founder of the order selected as its patrons Mary and Joseph, the “Holy Espousals,” who provide much of the order’s inspiration and spiritual direction, as well as the name of the Waltham campus.  
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About half of the Waltham site is undeveloped woodland, much of it steeply sloped over rocky ledges, with a few rarely-used paths.  A small stream, sometimes almost dry, meanders gradually down the slope through the woods.  The older buildings are clustered on the lower portion of the site; the newer Retreat Center is above them partway up the slope.  At present, most of the drives have no sidewalks, so there is no clear invitation for pedestrians (especially Retreat Center clients) to utilize parts of the site other than their respective original destinations.  

Access to the site, one’s first impression, is through a driveway off busy Lexington Street.  The driveway is significantly off center in a level area of simple lawn, and is bounded on either side by a single row of spaced, rounded yews.  Part of the way in, it splits to circumnavigate a religious statue, and then reunites to unveil an unattractive view of multiple garage doors.  

Although the Stigmatine Fathers are an independently chartered religious organization, they have not been immune to the economic difficulties faced by the Catholic Church overall.  In addition, their limited membership in the U.S. is steadily aging, increasing the proportion of retired members supported by a shrinking roster of active working members.   It is hoped, therefore, that the landscape program can support the economic success of the Retreat Center by increasing the appeal and functionality of the site, enabling it to generate more revenue.   The project will have to respect the constraints of a limited budget, both for improvements and with respect to operational costs for the entire site.  

The landscape plan will consider a program of expanded uses (whether paid or unpaid) for both the woodland and for its potential athletic facilities, designed to increase local awareness, usage and appreciation.  To provide one example: the site has importance to the City of Waltham, which has a vested interest in the preservation of its limited open space.  The Stigmatine Fathers’ property occupies the east side of a local summit called Jericho Hill.    An adjacent wooded site of comparable size on the west side of Jericho Hill (“Lincoln Woods”) is currently the subject of a heated debate between hopeful developers and local abutters, playing out before the City’s Planning Board.   Between these two parcels, at the summit of Jericho Hill itself, the City of Waltham purchased six acres in June, 2003, to prevent its development.   To date, the city has made no plans for recreational use, and in fact, the layout of the surrounding privately-owned properties provides very little means for [image: image4.jpg]


citizens to access the summit land.  This presents an opportunity for the Stigmatine Fathers to formally provide access to the public summit land via woodland walking trails.   

In addition to the woodland, the grounds include a formerly active athletic facility, well removed from the residences with substantial adjacent parking.  This space was used for youth summer camps some years ago, and includes an open, mowed baseball or soccer field, a fenced former tennis/basketball court, and fenced former (filled-in for insurance reasons) swimming pool, as well as two utility buildings associated with the athletic facility.  Reactivating some of this space in ways consistent with the resources of the property (soccer, softball, etc.) will be considered. 

4. Research Method:
A. Document the history of the site
i. City of Waltham, Public Records

ii. Waltham historical material (SPNEA, Waltham Historical Society, City Library) – presumably this was agricultural at some time, due to the presence of old stone walls criss-crossing the site.

iii. Topographical map and aerial views
B. Document current uses and conditions
i. Interviews: Manager of the Retreat Center, some residents, on-site employees and volunteers

ii. Mass. Federation of Garden Clubs: 2003 Landscape Assessment Report

iii. Photographs – describe woods, open spaces and buildings on site

iv. Prepare Existing Conditions plan for full property.  Identify woodlands, soccer fields, parking areas, views. etc.

v. Prepare Existing Conditions detailed plan including road access and Retreat Center –highlighting hardscape and significant trees and plantings

vi. Describe woodland vegetation – plant list.  Note substantial amounts of poison ivy, which should be controlled on trails if they were to be formally opened for public use.

C. Write “Program Notes” to articulate the desired attributes and uses, current and projected.  Review this document with the manager of the Retreat Center for suitability and feasibility. 

i. Modified façade for Retreat Center.  To be kind, the burnt orange paneling may have been cutting-edge when the building was designed.  Now it only creates architectural tension with the other buildings, and makes most visitors cringe as if it was orange shag carpet.   Finding a way to modify or disguise it will be a priority.    

ii. Outside seating space for the Retreat Center.  There are currently no pleasant outdoor spaces explicitly for use by visitors to the Retreat Center.   Although the facing lawn is attractive and includes a small flower bed and one bench, the unshielded presence of the final five “Stations of the Cross” (including the crucifixion) inhibits visitors from using any part of the lawn.  Even those who don’t object to the religious statuary may feel they are infringing on the space of the resident retired brothers.  At the same time, there is significant unused frontage on the building itself, occupied only by some uninspired foundation plantings.  

iii. Contemplative uses, both religious and non-religious.   Some of the explicitly religious spaces on the grounds are uncomfortably situated, such as those facing the front parking lot of the Retreat Center.  Several visitors have remarked upon a specific piece of religious statuary perched (seemingly precariously) on an outcropping of rock where it has both limited approachability from the front and confusing visibility from the back.  Other existing contemplative spaces are more appealing, but visitors get no clue how to find them.  Should anyone approach accidentally, these places lack furnishings such as benches or any other “invitation to stay.”  One standout example in the latter category is the sun-dappled clearing within a grove of tall old pines, just below the Retreat Center.  It is marked with a small sign designating “Pray-Rest Area,” and is a quiet, ethereal space with soft pine needles and mosses underfoot, but no place to sit.  At present, a woodland path runs directly through it, whereas it could be improved as a destination location with no “through traffic.” 
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Cutting gardens.  The Espousal Center has a continuous need for cut flowers and greenery, to decorate both indoor and outdoor chapels and altars, as well as for use in the lobby and on table settings in the Retreat Center.   One or more low-maintenance mixed borders would generate financial savings as well as enliven the site. 
v. Recreational uses.  The tall fencing surrounding the former pool and game court area is old and unsightly.  Additional old fencing and derelict concrete foundation elements on the east side of the field area represent potential hazards. The program should consider opportunities for community or neighborhood uses of this space. 

vi. In light of a broader view of potential users, specifically address the functionality of the approach and main access road for the site and its lack of sidewalks. 

vii. Maintenance issues.  Both cost and quality are concerns here.  Time and necessary budget must both be minimized.  Simply documenting expectations might prevent the occurrence of some undesirable practices, such as the dumping of grass and brush clippings in the clearing designated the “Pray – Rest Area.”   

D. Prepare analytical drawings

i. Waltham Open space: how does this property fit?

ii. Climate/exposure: Include local general details (temperature range, wind direction, rainfall, etc.) as well as site-specific details (effects of shadow, slope and drainage on easterly exposure.

iii. Documentation of the sequence of ownership and construction (eg., 1900, 1950, 1970, 1985, current)

a. Provincial Chapter House

b. Offices/Gift Shop building

c. St. Ann’s House

d. Chapel Hall

e. Brothers’ residence

f. Retreat Center

g. Outdoor Chapel

h. Outdoor shrine

iv. Bubble diagrams, to assess functional areas 

v. Circulation diagrams, to focus in detail on pedestrian and vehicular use and parking alternatives.   Will include locations of outdoor statuary, chapels and altars as elements in pedestrian use.

D. Prepare concept diagram for proposed organization of space.  Review with manager of Retreat Center. 

E. Prepare master plan

i. Overall Plan Layout including parking, traffic flow and paths

ii. Area Details

a) Approach area, street entry – plans and perspective

b) Retreat Center area – plan and perspective, with outside seating areas

c) Woods - contemplation space

d) Woods – paths and trails

e) Cutting garden – locate and suggest appropriate plantings of low-care perennials and flowering shrubs.

5. Tentative Schedule
	November, December 
	Research and photography

	Mid December 
	Two “Existing Conditions” plans

	Early January
	Five specified analytical drawings done

	Mid January
	First draft of history documentation complete

	End January
	Multiple layout alternatives – discuss with advisor, client 

	Early February
	Tentative Overall Layout Plan (resolution of issues about separating or integrating users and spaces)- Review with advisor and client.

	End February 
	Plans for approach area, Retreat Center, and woods

	March 
	Completing prose, including revised “Program Notes,” outline of anticipated maintenance requirements with procedures, and suggested “to do” list for enhancing visitor accessibility (e.g., prepare visitor map for Retreat Center guests, trail maps, etc.,)

Preparing perspective drawings and detail drawings, complete draft set ready by end of month. 

	Early April
	Complete clean up and revision of all text elements.  Submit to advisor for review.

Review with advisor full set of preliminary drawings to decide what additional images should be added, and which need revision. 

	Mid-April
	Revised prose and drawings complete.  

Review entire package with advisor. 

	Late April
	Final product ready, and Powerpoint version for May presentation.


6. Bibliography – still in development
A. Research contemplative gardens (monastic, religious, humanist, etc. )
i. Nichols, Rose Standish, English Pleasure Gardens
ii. Rogers, Elizabeth Barlow, Landscape Design, A Cultural and Architectural History.

iii. Mitchell, William J., Moore, Charles W., and Turnbull, William, The Poetics of Gardens.

iv. Various other landscape history/design references

B. Document requirements for proposed recreational uses 

i. Harris, Charles W., and Dines, Nicholas, Time Saver Standards for Landscape Architecture.

ii. Waltham Planning and Recreation depts.: what are local needs?  

C. Waltham and site history

i. Archives of SPNEA

ii. City of Waltham records: Assessor’s Office, Buidling Dept., Planning Dept.

iii. Waltham newspapers, etc., in Waltham Public Library.

iv. Nelson, Charles A., Waltham Past and Present, pub. By Moses King, Cambridge, 1882. 

v. Sanderson, Edmund K., Waltham as a Precinct of Watertown and As a Town 1630-1884, Waltham Historical Society, Inc., 1936.

vi. Starbuck, Walther F., The History of Waltham, Waltham Publishing Co., 1917.

D. Woodland and natural spaces

i. Gilmore, Robert, The Woodland Garden
ii. Druse, Ken, The Natural Garden, The Natural Shade Garden. 
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