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The Emerald 
Necklace

The Emerald Necklace is a linear 
park system threading through 13 
neighborhoods in Brookline and 
Boston. In the late 1800’s, Boston 
was a rapidly growing city with a 
swampy backyard. The city had 
long used its outlying areas for 
the disposal of sewage and other 
waste. With public-health concerns 
(and odors) coming to a head in 
the 1870’s, city leaders asked for 
advice from Frederick Law Olmsted, 
known for his insightful design 
work on New York’s Central Park. 
Olmsted proposed creating a string 
of connected parks in Boston. His 
visionary plan would offer a carefully 
engineered but natural-looking 
solution to the sanitation crisis, 
providing a drainage design that also 
gave residents a place to get away 
from the chaos of the surrounding 
city. He would spend the last two 
decades of his working life on this 
urban masterpiece, relocating to 
Brookline from New York.

Continued on page 7
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section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code. 
Donations are tax deductible.
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Dear friend of Brookline green spaces,

Brookline GreenSpace Alliance works on behalf of our open spaces and your support 
for BGSA helps keep our parks at their best. 

Just a few examples of our accomplishments in areas of advocacy, education, and 
volunteer support are:

• provided technical assistance and fiscal agency to Park Friends Groups 

• created a grant to the Parks and Open Space Division in honor of our 30th year of 
citizen activism

• kept residents informed about important issues affecting Brookline’s open space by 
providing a website and a Facebook page and publishing and mailing PLACE twice to 
1,500 households

• made a contribution toward transportation so that every first grader in Brookline could 
participate in an environmental educator led nature study field trip to Wards Pond

• worked to find ways to strengthen open space protection for existing public lands

•	organized Friends strategy and support meetings 

• held a seat on environmental committees—such as the Selectmen’s Climate Action 
Committee and other regional environmental advocacy organizations

• continued to hold the conservation restriction for the new Fisher Hill Reservoir Park 

• advocated to protect against the taking of parkland for other uses

• organized and held nature walks 

• supported the creation of, and made a grant in support of, the new  
Lawton Community Garden

• appeared before the Town’s Advisory Committee to lobby for the park budget

As advocates for the parks in Brookline, our voice is heard. We make a difference to the 
health of the local environment and in return it contributes to our health and happiness. 

Whether you are a long-time contributor or joining with us for the first time, you are 
invaluable to our non-profit organization. Please support us this year so we can con-
tinue to speak for our open spaces.  Thank you in advance for strengthening  BGSA’s 
“voice for the parks” by donating to BGSA.  Also, please let us know if you would 
like to get further involved.

Thank you, 

Arlene Mattison, President 
Brookline GreenSpace Alliance 
Special thanks to those of you who have already sent a financial contribution this year.

Environmental League of 
Massachusetts rally with 
Congressman Kennedy at 
Fisher Hill Reservoir Park 
to save the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund. The 
president of BGSA was a 
speaker at the event.
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Muddy River Restoration: Phase II
Hugh Mattison, BGSA Board Member

Over a hundred years ago, Frederick Law Olmsted designed Boston’s Emerald Neck-
lace Park system. Stretching 6 miles from the Charles River to Franklin Park, the pri-
mary function in the Muddy River section (otherwise known as the “Muddy River 

Sanitary Improvement”) was flood and sewage control. The construction of the Charles 
River Dam eliminated tidal flow and a separate system was developed to deal with sewage.

Over time, the Muddy River has gradually accumulated sediment – some call it “organic 
muck”—largely from outflows which collect stormwater from Cleveland Circle to West 
Roxbury and Jamaica Plain. These have contributed a potent mixture of oil, lead, arsenic, 
mercury, and other chemicals. This sediment also robbed the river of its hydraulic, or 
water-carrying, capacity. The growth of Phragmites, an aggressive invasive reed which can 
grow as much as a foot a week in the summer, has further diminished flow in the river.

Phase I of the Muddy River Restoration Project, which uncovered the river and installed 
culverts to increase flood capacity, restored the parkland around the Landmark Center, 
now called Liff Park, and reconfigured traffic patterns, was completed in 2016.

Now, the Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) has completed its design of Phase II of 
the Muddy River Restoration. However, Phase II has been significantly scaled back.  To 
quote the 100% design document, “Flood Control Channel dredging is the pri-
mary construction activity within Phase II.” Only the “Flood Control” elements to 
“protect against a flood with a return frequency of 20 years”, and not the Environmental 
Improvements portion, are to be completed. Flood Control consists of the dredging of 
Leverett Pond to remove an island of collected sediment at the Village Brook stormdrain 
opposite Brook House, and dredging channels, instead of the bank to bank dredging 
originally planned, in the Riverway and Back Bay Fens between Avenue Louis Pasteur 
and the Boylston Street Bridge to improve water capacity. Much of the contaminated 
sediment must be disposed of in a lined out-of-state landfill—an expensive proposition.

Landscaping by Pressley Associates will be limited to restoring areas disturbed as part of 
dredging operations.  Phase II completion is anticipated for 2021.

Phase II Environmental activities for Brookline which are covered in the 
Army Corps (ACOE) plan include: 

•	Removal	of	Phragmites	(which	has	little	environmental	or	habitat	value)	
from the Riverway Island area, and from the Chapel Bridge area down-
stream to the Phase I area.

•	Planting	of	trees	and	shrubs	similar	to	varieties	planted	in	Phase	I

•	Strategic	placement	of	habitat	logs	and	rocks

•	A	“trap	and	truck	plan”	to	allow	upstream	and	downstream	passage	of	
adult herring around dewatered work areas

•	Landscaping	of	areas	disturbed	by	construction.

Environmental, or “ecosystem restoration” measures not covered 
include:

•  “Bank-to-Bank” dredging of Ward’s, Willow and Leverett Ponds 

•			Restoration of historic Riverway Park shoreline which has eroded over time.

For Phase I, ACOE paid for 65% of the cost. Funding for the 
Environmental Improvements portion, potentially $50 million, 
will need to be raised by Boston, Brookline, and possibly the 
Commonwealth. Funding strategies are being actively investigated.

Phragmites trap debris, reduce water capac-
ity and offer cover for nefarious activities.

Percentage of sediment 
originally to be removed 
by the Restoration Proj-
ect that will be removed 
in Phase II

Originally 17,000 cubic yards 
of sediment were slated to 
be removed. Currently, only 
51% of that amount will be 
removed in phase II.

BGSA member organizations  
concerned with the restoration:
Friends of Leverett Pond 
www.highstreethill.org/?page_
id=292

Friends of the Muddy River 
www.muddyriver.org
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2018 Marks 20th Anniversary of the 
Emerald Necklace Conservancy 

Twenty years ago, the founders of the Emerald Necklace Conservancy (ENC) 
pledged to protect and restore this unique and important park system. The 
20 years have brought many accomplishments. With key partners, includ-

ing the Boston Parks & Recreation Department, Brookline Parks and Open Space, 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the Army Corps of Engineers, a buried stretch 
of the Muddy River has been brought out of culverts and a natural river and bank 
recreated where a vast parking lot covered parkland for decades. The Conservancy 
has inventoried and assessed the condition of thousands of trees and is improving 
their health each season. The public is drawn to the parks for music, movies and 
movement; students are connected to nature through education and volunteer pro-
grams; and volunteers are inspired across the city to pitch in. This year, the ENC is 
designing new, interactive visitor center displays and new signage to encourage more 
people to discover the Emerald Necklace parks. 

Helping to take care of 1,100 acres of land is no easy task, so the Conservancy is 
lucky that hundreds of volunteers get involved in protecting and maintaining the 
Necklace each year. A squadron of flower-minders makes sure the Kelleher Rose 
Garden in the Fens is in fine form from spring to fall. In Franklin Park and Olmsted 
Park, volunteers gather monthly to yank out invasive plants and replace them with 
native species like New England asters, hay-scented ferns and serviceberry shrubs. 
Specially trained tour guides lead visitors on walking and biking explorations of the 
parks, and local residents turn out in droves each April for the annual Muddy River 
clean-up. If helping the great outdoors from the great indoors is more your speed, 
there’s lots to do at Conservancy headquarters too, from greeting visitors to con-
ducting research. 

It’s hard to imagine that in just a few steps, you can leave a crowded campus or a 
busy office building, make your way across a multi-lane road and end up on a peace-
ful river bank. Or that you can get off a packed city bus, walk three blocks and find 
yourself in the quiet of thousands of trees in a world-renowned arboretum. But 
that’s what the Emerald Necklace offers: Serenity in the midst of the city. A moment 
of quiet in an area that’s home to 300,000 people and a metro area that’s home 
to nearly 5 million. Olmsted thought the best urban parks offered exactly that; in 
a speech delivered in Boston in 1870, he described his vision clearly: “We want a 
ground to which people may easily go when the day’s work is done, where they may 
stroll for an hour, seeing, hearing and feeling nothing of the bustle and jar of the 
streets; where they shall, in effect, find the city put far away from them.”

What happens when you breathe on a tree? Why are a grasshopper’s back legs so 
big? Where do chipmunks go when it snows? These are the kinds of questions that 
come up in the Conservancy’s Canopy Classroom program, which brings local third-
graders into the parks. Started in 2015, the program is expanding to three schools 
this year in Jamaica Plain, Roxbury and Mattapan. The Conservancy offers learning 
opportunities for older students as well: Each summer, twenty-five to thirty Bos-
ton teens collaborate on projects across the park system as part of the Green Team, 
learning about natural systems, tools and maintenance techniques. Some go on to 
participate in the school-year Youth Leadership Program( YLP), which integrates for-
est and watershed management lessons with leadership and public-speaking training. 
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This year, YLP students are working with some Canopy Classroom 
students, bringing the programs together for the first time—and 
showing those wide-eyed third-graders just where their curiosity can 
lead.

The Conservancy has exciting plans for the future. They will con-
tribute to the next phase of restoring the Muddy River, now flowing 
freely for the first time in sixty years. They will continue connecting 
youth to the parks, will ramp up our efforts to ensure the health of 
the tree canopy through the Olmsted Tree Society and will push for 
much-needed improvements, from installing drinking fountains to 
removing invasive species to designing new signage. The Conser-
vancy will bring cutting-edge public art to the parks and improve 
and expand their visitor center experience at the H. H. Richardson-
designed Fens gate house. These parks belong to everyone. With 
your help, the Emerald Necklace Conservancy will make sure future 
generations get to discover them all over again.

Thanks to the Emerald Necklace Conservancy for information for this article. 

Fog X FLO: Fujiko Nakaya on the Emerald Necklace
The Emerald Necklace Conservancy debuts Fujiko Nakaya’s first-ever extended 
exhibition of multiple “fog sculptures” in Boston. Organized by guest cura-
tor Jen Mergel and on public view from August 11 to October 31, 2018, the 
presentation of Nakaya’s shape-shifting installations of pure water vapor is 
conceived to engage visitors from Boston and beyond with “climate respon-
sive” systems as timeless and timely as their sites – the Emerald Necklace parks 
designed by Frederick Law Olmsted.

Olmsted Park: Fog Sculpture on an island of Leverett Pond  
at the edge of Allerton Overlook in Brookline 

We are so often victims of our 
routine, of our mindset and of 
our preconceived notions. Public 
art can give us pause; disrupt 
what we take for granted and 
help us appreciate the wonder 
and beauty that we have in our 
parks. Art installations in the park 
are an incredible way to think 
differently about place….about 
our experiences….about our 
expectations.  

Fujiko’s installations elicit 
conversations about water, air, 
trees and land. About climate 
change and about the world and 
our temporal place in it…and yet, 
it is also playful and celebrates 
hope and change. We are 
grateful to share in this landmark 
installation.  

From comments by Erin 
Gallentine, Brookline  
Director of Parks and  
Open Space at Olmsted 
Park: June 25, 2018

Left to right: the Consul General of Japan in New England, 
Rokuichiro Michii, Arlene Mattison, BGSA President and 
Governor and Mrs. Dukakis at the ENC opening of the Fog 
installation. BGSA has been an active   participant with the 
Conservancy since its inception. 
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“Re-stringing” the Necklace

The completion of Phase 1 of the Muddy River Restoration Project was the 
beginning of returning parkland to the Necklace and the Muddy River to 
its natural course. More information on the first phase of the project is at 

http://brooklinegreenspace.org/pdf/2016Fall.pdf

Efforts are continuing throughout Boston and Brookline to reconnect discontinuous 
sections of the park system that was designed as an unbroken chain.

Casey Arborway Project
The Emerald Necklace is regaining a link thanks to the Casey Arborway Project, 
which is expected to be finished this year. The multi-year endeavor will restore the 
connection between Arnold Arboretum and Franklin Park, replacing the hulking, 
heavily trafficked Casey Overpass north of the Forest Hills T station with surface-
level roads, landscaped pedestrian and bicycle lanes, and more than 500 trees.

Route 9 Crossing
Pedestrians and bicyclists attempting to cross six busy lanes of traffic on Route 9 
between the Riverway and Olmsted Park can breathe a little easier now, thanks to the 
installation of a brick crosswalk, curb cuts and pedestrian-activated traffic signals. The 
project, implemented by the Town of Brookline, vastly improves the safety of this 
route, which is popular with those who commute by bicycle as well as those who ride 
for recreation.

Justine Mee Liff Park
Capitalism beat out conservation 
when Sears was allowed to build a 
paved parking lot in the Riverway. 
But decades later, conservation got 
its moment in the sun. Working with 
the Army Corps of Engineers, the 
city restored this “missing link” by 
daylighting the Muddy River, re-
aligning traffic, and installing bridges 
and plantings. The resulting park is 
named for the late Justine Mee Liff, 
a former Boston Parks Commissioner 
who was fiercely dedicated to restor-
ing Olmsted’s vision.

Charlesgate Improvements
Once viewed as a vital green link connecting the Charles River to the Fens, Charles-
gate was sacrificed to the automobile by the construction of Storrow Drive and the 
Bowker Overpass. The newly formed Charlesgate Alliance is working to revitalize 
and clean up the long-isolated area, which includes a stretch of the Muddy River. 
The group hopes to build stronger recognition of the Charlesgate neighborhood and 
make it a more pedestrian-friendly place.
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Emerald Necklace (continued from front cover)
It’s not the most poetic notion, but absorbing stormwater is an essential function of 
the Emerald Necklace. The construction of the parks was an exercise in civil engineer-
ing, an inconspicuous solution to sewage and stormwater issues. The three-tiered 
design of the Fens and Riverway, which creates different levels for roadways, walkways 
and the river itself, also provided critical protection from floods. The importance of this 
design became especially clear in the mid-1990’s; with pavement covering sections of 
the Muddy River and the river contained in underground pipes, floodwaters cascaded 
instead into local institutions including the Museum of Fine Arts and the Kenmore T 
Station. This damaging event sparked the creation of the Emerald Necklace Conser-
vancy. The parks’ ability to absorb water will be increasingly important in the face of 
the extreme weather and rising sea levels tied to climate change.

Considered to be the father of American landscape architecture, Olmsted conceived 
and developed the chain of linked parks from 1878 through 1895 to connect the 
historic downtown sites of Boston Common, Public Garden and Commonwealth 
Avenue Mall to the more variegated environments of the Fens, the Riverway, Olmst-
ed Park, Jamaica Pond, the Arboretum and the largest “wilderness” in Franklin Park. 
The result is widely recognized as a feat of beauty, urban planning, and water engi-
neering well ahead of its time that today remains the oldest linear park system in the 
nation. The Necklace is linked by Olmsted’s signature tree-lined parkways, including 
the Fenway, the Arborway and the Jamaicaway, as well as the 3.5 mile Muddy River, 
which connects Jamaica and Leverett Ponds upstream to the Fens downstream, and 
empties into the Charles River. It also comprises nearly half of Boston’s park acreage, 
parkland in the Town of Brookline, and parkways and park edges under the jurisdic-
tion of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. From the Back Bay Fens to Franklin 
Park, it is approximately five miles by foot or bicycle and more than 300,000 people 
live within its watershed area. The Necklace offers an opportunity for city residents 
and visitors to enjoy respite and recreation in a variety of ecologically important ur-
ban wilds, and improves the air quality of the city with its tens of thousands of trees.

Carlton Street Footbridge 
A long-standing Emerald Necklace project to restore the Carlton 
Street Footbridge  and reopen a significant entrance into the Park is 
progressing. With 90% funding from MassDOT, the CSF is tentative-
ly scheduled to be advertised for bids in early 2019, with construc-
tion starting in April, and completion in 2020.

The completed handicapped-accessible bridge will include ramping 
on each side.  A call box will be retained on the park side (as it is 
now). 

Low level LED ramp handrail and bridge truss lighting (possibly 
adjustable) will facilitate patrol and increase visibility for park and 
footbridge users alike.

Landscape design for the Footbridge area by Pressley Associates, 
designers of the landscape restoration of Olmsted Park and Phases 
1 and 2 of the Muddy River Restoration Project, will be completed 
when Phase 2 is completed in 2021.

Neglected and closed by the Town for 
40 years, the Olmsted-designed en-
trance to Riverway Park is slated to be 
restored by 2020.
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Support for 
Friends Groups
One of the primary objectives of 
the Brookline GreenSpace Alliance 
is to support and foster volunteer 
groups who help care for our 
parks. Park Friends groups’ con-
tribution to the quality of life in 
Brookline is invaluable and BGSA 
acts as their backup system. 

The Umbrella functions of the Al-
liance include acting as fiscal agent; 
promoting activities throughout 
the year through email announce-
ments, Facebook and Twitter; 
holding informational meetings 
with the Park & Recreation Direc-
tor; and hosting gatherings to 
exchange ideas.  

By supporting a strong network 
of park volunteers, BGSA en-
ables individual groups to raise 
funds for special projects, attract 
more people to their parks, and 
foster a sense of stewardship 
throughout Brookline.

Participate in your park  
and Brookline  
GreenSpace Alliance

Summer concerts in the Emerald Necklace presented by the Emerald Necklace Conservancy 
and co-sponsored by the Brookline GreenSpace Alliance.

The Alliance organized a tour of the Lost Pond Sanctuary with the Friends of Lost Pond.


