
Clcs/Art 120: Itinerary for the Arboretum topic 

It will help to read the assigned article (Elet & Duncan) before this field trip, and refer to this handout on 

your walk. You may also find the Vassar campus interactive map helpful as you go. (Wear old shoes, 

especially if it has been raining.) 

I have scheduled this topic early in the course as an introduction to thinking about the campus plan as a 

whole, and to experiencing the two systems Karen van Lengen mentioned – one oriented according to 

the cardinal directions, the other to local topography. And of course one important goal is to think about 

the ideal and realization of our campus as arboretum, from the 1920s to today. 

(NB This is by far the longest of our field trips, since the arboretum effectively stretched across the 

whole campus, from the start. Future itineraries will be much shorter and more focused on one building 

or area – just fyi for planning purposes.) 

 

Elet and Duncan Fig. 2. Vassar arboretum, c. 1931. Shaded areas designate plantations. (Schematic by 

Annie Duncan) 

http://info.vassar.edu/visit/maps/


First Walk: Vassar Lake Path.  

Start at the black star, on Raymond Avenue, W side of the street, in the Kendrick Parking Lot, across 

from Main Gate.  

 

 

 

 



Stand in the Kendrick parking lot looking south at Kendrick Hall; this is one of the initial areas planted as 

an arboretum, and you can see what Farrand intended for it, and what it looked like in 1931: 

 

 

View of the north side of Kendrick in 1931 

 

 



From Kendrick, continue by walking south on Raymond, until you are across from the Chapel Gate; 

follow the path behind Kendrick, along Vassar Lake. This path was once well kept, and lined with native 

trees and shrubs; Vassar students boated in the lake. Follow this path to its current end, where it joins 

the path from the TH’s leading back to Raymond. Note in the schematic above (Elet & Duncan Fig. 2) 

how the Arboretum once extended past this point, with a viburnum and honeysuckle plantation (now 

overgrown) up to the houses on College Avenue.  

Now head up Raymond Ave and make a left on College Ave. On the south side of the street, opposite 

Williams House, make a left on Dean’s Lane (looks like a driveway). You will pass some small houses on 

the right (added later) and reach the current house for the Dean of the Faculty (172 College Avenue, 

originally designed by Ruth Adams in 1932 for Mildred Thompson, a professor of History and Dean of 

the College.)  

 

 

This 1921 photo of the groundbreaking ceremony for Williams – looking south across College Ave -- 

shows the lake extending further north than it does today. (And further north than we showed in our 

schematic in the article.) As you walk along Dean’s Lane, you have to imagine, looking south, the view 

over the arboretum to the lake that these houses on College Ave once had. Which makes the otherwise 

odd siting of the Dean’s house, set so far back from the street, more logical, I think. 

 

 

Follow the path in front of the Dean’s house back to the corner of College and Raymond Avenues, and 

head over to Main. 

  

http://vcencyclopedia.vassar.edu/alumni/ruth-adams.html
http://vcencyclopedia.vassar.edu/alumni/c-mildred-thompson.html


Second Walk. Landscaping of Main forecourts. 

As you will read in the article, Beatrix Farrand thoughtfully proposed and altered many plans for the 

landscaping of Main, particularly the forecourts – the enclosed areas formed by the side wings of the 

building. Take a good look at her final version below, and the position of pathways, bike racks, and yew 

hedges, and compare it to what exists today. The current plan evokes her ideas, but many details are 

different. How does the configuration we have today make sense – or not? Are these forecourts 

accessible, or inviting? If you ever lived in Main and came out the doors on the ends, where did you go? 

 

 



Third Walk: Northeast campus: the Euthenics quadrangle 

As you will read, the area bounded by Blodgett Hall, Cushing, Kenyon, and Wimpfheimer, was originally 

conceived as a quadrangle, modeled on Yale’s Harkness Memorial Quad, and intended for the study of 

euthenics (an application of the sciences and liberal arts to domestic and community environments—

controversial at the time, and since rejected.)  Farrand thought carefully about the topography of the 

area along the Casperkill Creek – an example of what Karen van Lengen pointed out as the second 

system of campus design, aligned with the natural local topography, rather than the cardinal directions. 

Consider Farrand’s plans, and the current plantings and paths. Do you still get a sense that any of these 

buildings are related? 

Walk behind Blodgett; the building was sited on this high bluff to take advantage of a lovely view of 

what was then farmland to the east (now the golf course). 

 If you walk past Wimpfheimer to Kenyon Drive, over the bridge to Terrace Lane, you get a good sense of 

the difficult topography here. (Sienna, note Farrand’s idea for a ha-ha here!) 

 

 

  



Final walk:  Sunset Lake 

If you have time, you might finish this field trip by walking past the gym on Sunset Lake Drive to the top 

of the hill overlooking Sunset Lake; and consider Farrand’s plan for the flowering crabapple and cherry 

plantation on the slope leading down to the lake. As she did at Princeton, she planned for the view of 

these trees, and their reflection in the lake from the other side. I hope you will revisit the lake in the 

spring with this in mind. 

 

 


