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Elm Bank was first developed as a private residence in the 17th century. It
was given its name in 1740 when Colonel John Jones acquired the land and
planted elm trees along the banks of the Charles River. The site was owned
by several families before being sold to Benjamin Pierce Cheney, an early
founder of a delivery company that later became American Express, and a
generous supporter of the Massachusetts Horticultural Society (MHS). The
site was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1987 and is cur-
rently owned by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

In 1996, the MHS signed a lease with the Commonwealth and developed a
hands-on horticultural education center at Elm Bank Reservation. The proj-
ect involved the restoration, renovation, and conservation of Elm Bank to
meet the growing need for horticultural education and information. Beals
and Thomas provided the MHS with a wide range of services during the
development process, including detailed ground and aerial surveys, a compre-
hensive site analysis that encompassed topography, geography, soils, flora and
fauna, wetlands, hydrology, land use history, easements, utilities and issues
related to hazardous waste contamination. Regulatory considerations includ-
ed the site's historical classification, the abutting Charles River and man-made
inlet, the presence of municipal water wells, and a portion of the property
designated as a hazardous waste site. In addition, Beals and Thomas support-
ed the restoration of the property's historical gardens and advised the MHS
on various land management issues.

More recently, Beals and Thomas drew upon the comprehensive analysis of
the site conditions for the specific purpose of designing and permitting a dis-
play and demonstration gardens area for the MHS. A practicable site plan

was developed allowing for a dynamic series of future
uses while responding to an eclectic arrangement of his-
toric structures and natural site features. The site design
also provided a utility infrastructure that includes service
access, storage areas, lighting fixtures, electrical hook-ups,
and irrigation supply lines. The Master Plan established a
framework of major pedestrian pathways and flexible
garden spaces designed to allow for a range of plant soci-
ety activities, horticultural exhibits, interpretive walks,
industry events and public tours.
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