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  Author’s Note


Photography, for me, is a way of paying attention; writing is how I make sense of what I have noticed. Together, they form a quiet record of a place shaped by design, stewardship, and time—shared not as a guide, but as a conversation with past, present, and future visitors. 
This book does not attempt to catalog every feature or explain every detail. It is an act of caring—a way of showing up for a place that matters. A love letter to a landscape that rewards patience, invites attention, and reminds us that preservation begins with presence.
Visit daytrippingroc.com/highland to view photographs and an illustrated map of Highland Park. A full-color hardcover and paperback photo book edition of Highland Park: Frederick Law Olmsted’s Living Landscape in Rochester, New York is also available.






  
  Chapter 1
Welcome to Highland Park


Highland Park in Rochester, New York, is more than a destination. It’s a rhythm of movement along curving paths, a gentle pause beneath mature trees, and a deep breath of lilac‑scented air as the landscape opens and closes around each turn. 
Frederick Law Olmsted and his firm planned Highland in the late nineteenth century, but they never intended it to be an arboretum frozen in time. They imagined a place that would grow—season by season, generation by generation—offering beauty freely and without expectation. It was designed as a living landscape, where careful planning and everyday use continually shape one another.
Through photography and reflection, this book lingers in those moments of movement and pause, returning to Highland Park again and again as the seasons shift and the landscape reveals itself in new ways.
Highland Park may not match the scale of Olmsted’s work at Central Park, the drama of his preservation vision at Niagara Falls State Park, or the grandeur of the gardens at the Biltmore Estate, yet it offers something equally enduring: an intimate demonstration of how Olmsted’s democratic vision thrives at a human scale. Here, paths are close enough to walk in an afternoon, views are low enough to meet the eye, and the details are near enough to touch.
Whether you’ve walked these paths a hundred times or are planning your first visit, may these pages offer what Highland has always given: moments of peace, sparks of wonder, and the quiet understanding that nature, when thoughtfully designed and freely shared, is an act of love.






  
  Chapter 2
Rochester’s Olmsted Legacy


Highland Park (formally known as Highland Botanical Park) did not emerge by accident. It was the product of a particular moment in Rochester’s history—one shaped by rising industry, expanding wealth, and a growing belief that prosperity entailed civic responsibility. 
In the final decades of the nineteenth century, Rochester was undergoing rapid transformation. Mills, nurseries, and manufacturers fueled the city’s economic momentum. New fortunes were being made, the population grew, and civic ambitions expanded alongside the city’s skyline. With that growth came an essential question: what should a prosperous city give back to itself?
For Rochester’s civic leaders and horticultural visionaries, the answer included parks, not as ornamental luxuries, but as essential civic infrastructure. At a time when many American cities concentrated wealth behind gates and private estates, Rochester invested in landscapes designed for shared use, where health, beauty, and dignity were available to all. 
Highland Park stands as one of the most explicit expressions of that ethic. When renowned nurserymen George Ellwanger and Patrick Barry donated the land surrounding the city reservoir in 1888, their intent was clear. The site was to become a public arboretum, financed, owned, and managed by the city, placing horticultural knowledge and scientific study within reach of everyday life. Unlike private estates or university collections, Highland Park was something new: a living archive created for the public good.
Ellwanger and Barry stipulated not only that the land be maintained as an arboretum, but that the city retain a professional landscape architect to shape it. In response, Rochester turned to Frederick Law Olmsted. Though Olmsted generally resisted formal botanical collections in public parks, he made a rare exception here. Constrained by both topography and intent, he transformed a scientific collection into a landscape, arranging specimen trees in sweeping masses and naturalistic groupings rather than rigid rows. The result was neither museum nor meadow, but something distinct: a designed landscape that balanced study with experience and order with freedom.
This approach reflected Olmsted’s broader philosophy. He believed parks were civic acts, places designed not to impress but to restore. Long, curving paths invited reflection. Open spaces offered relief and sky. Wooded slopes provided shade and stillness. In an era of rapid industrial growth, Olmsted argued that access to nature was essential to a healthy democracy. In his view, parks were not indulgences but necessities.
The establishment of the Rochester Park Commission in 1888 and the hiring of the Olmsted firm formalized that belief. Rochester’s park system would become one of the last comprehensive systems shaped under Olmsted’s direct guidance. Each park was assigned a distinct purpose: Genesee Valley Park emphasized pastoral openness and river views; Seneca Park highlighted the dramatic wildness of the Genesee River gorge; and Highland Park served as a horticultural showcase and quiet retreat. Tree-lined parkways connected these spaces, weaving them into a cohesive whole that shaped how residents moved through and experienced the city.
Highland Park’s location reinforced its civic role. Set within reach of growing neighborhoods and connected by emerging streetcar routes, it was designed to be part of daily life, not a distant destination reserved for special occasions. Drives and paths followed the land’s natural contours, rising to elevated views of Rochester to the north and the Bristol Hills to the south, with the reservoir anchoring the landscape at its center.
As Olmsted’s health declined in the early 1890s, his sons and their firm carried the work forward, adapting the framework he established. Under park superintendent Calvin Laney and horticulturist John Dunbar, planting strategies evolved, shifting toward ornamental displays and seasonal color. The lilac collection that would come to define Highland Park emerged not as a departure from Olmsted’s vision but as an expression of its flexibility.
That adaptability is part of the park’s enduring strength. Olmsted’s designs were never rigid prescriptions; they were frameworks meant to grow, change, and respond to stewardship. Highland Park endures not because wealth once existed, but because the idea of shared beauty took root and was carried forward by generations who believed public space matters.
Seen through this lens, Highland Park is more than a scenic destination. It is living proof of Rochester’s identity as the Flower City—a place where horticulture, science, and civic pride are inseparable and where cultivation is understood not as a luxury but as a public good.






  
  Chapter 3
Highland Reservoir


Completed in 1876, the Highland Reservoir was one of Rochester’s earliest public water systems. Supplied by gravity from Hemlock and Canadice Lakes, it remains an essential part of the city’s infrastructure and a quiet reminder of long-term civic planning. 
When Ellwanger & Barry donated the surrounding land a decade later, the reservoir became the heart of Highland Park. Elevated above the city and bordered by mature trees, the water creates an expansive mirror reflecting the sky.
Walking paths trace the reservoir’s edge. From this high ground, views extend north toward the city and south toward the rolling Bristol Hills. The reservoir is one of Highland Park’s most contemplative spaces—a place to pause, breathe, and take in a landscape shaped to feel both purposeful and unforced.






  
  Chapter 4
Lamberton Conservatory


At the edge of South Avenue stands the Lamberton Conservatory, a year-round refuge first built in 1911 and named for Alexander Lamberton, then president of the Parks Board. Glass-walled and light-filled, it offers warmth in winter, shade in summer, and blooms year-round. 
Though it appears unchanged from its original structure, what visitors see today is a replica of the historic Lord & Burnham conservatory. In 2007, the building was fully dismantled to its foundation. The original steel framework—damaged by decades of constant humidity—was used as a pattern to fabricate a new galvanized steel frame engineered to match the historic form.
Inside, a small pond shelters turtles, while button quail move quietly through the undergrowth. Running water softens the air and slows the pace. Each room maintains its own climate. The seasonal display house shifts with the calendar—poinsettias in winter, tulips and lilies in spring, and rotating plantings through summer and fall. Beyond it, palms and banana trees rise in the humid air, while the cactus house glows dry and bright with slow-growing forms shaped by time.
The conservatory invites lingering. Whether on a cold January morning or a humid summer afternoon, a visit here offers a quiet reminder that preservation, like growth itself, depends on renewal, and that even familiar places endure through careful, often unseen work. 






  
  Chapter 5
The Pinetum


Encircling the park’s upper reaches, the pinetum offers a deeper immersion into nature. Established more than a century ago, its collection of cone-bearing trees and shrubs includes more than 300 species and varieties collected from around the world. Most plantings belong to the evergreen family—pines, spruces, firs, and hemlocks—but the collection also includes deciduous conifers such as larch, dawn redwood, and bald cypress, which shed their needles each autumn. Nearby, ancient ginkgo trees add another layer of texture and history to the landscape. 
Walking the loop along Pinetum Drive, visitors move through shifting shades of green: blue-gray spruce beside deep hemlock, airy larch beside towering white pine. In summer, the grove offers cool shade and a faint resin scent. In winter, when much of the park rests, the pinetum holds its quiet, enduring presence with color and structure.
The pinetum’s steadiness is not accidental. It reflects decades of careful tending—work that is rarely noticed, yet essential to the tranquility the space provides.






  
  Chapter 6
The Poet’s Garden


Across Reservoir Avenue from the Lamberton Conservatory, a narrow path with wrought-iron portals at either end leads into the Poet’s Garden, a quiet space shaped by more than a century of community devotion. Established in 1916 to mark the 300th anniversary of William Shakespeare’s death, the garden began as a project of the Rochester Garden Club, inspired by plants mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets. Volunteers planted the border and added stone benches etched with quotations, a sundial, and a bird bath. 
Over time, the garden evolved. Many of Shakespeare’s plants struggled in Rochester’s climate, and the focus shifted toward native trees, shrubs, ferns, and wildflowers better suited to the land. What began as Shakespeare’s Garden became the Poet’s Garden, shaped as much by place as by poetry.
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