


THE ARNOLD ARBORETUM AS A BIRDING AREA

by Miriam E. D ickey, Boston

The Arnold Arboretum as a good b ird ing  area year round. Only four miles from downtown 
Boston, i t  is  ea s ily  reached e ith er  by car or by p u b lic  transportation . The Arboretum is  
s itu ated  in  the Jamaica Plain  section  o f  Boston, at the in tersection  o f  Routes 1 (to  
Providence) and 203 (to  the South Shore). There is  very lim ited  parking at each o f  the 
entrances, but cars a lso  park along Centre Street (Route l )  and along the Arborway (Route 
203).

To reach the Arboretum by pu b lic  tran sportation , take the Orange Line to  the Forest H ills  
S ta tion , and then walk west a short distance along the Arborway. (S tart out from the sta ­
tion  by walking underneath the ra ilroa d  overpass.) One can a lso  reach the Arboretum v ia  
the Green Line. Take an Arborway v ia  Huntington Avenue car from Park Street and get o f f  
at the corner o f  E lio t  and Centre S treets . Then walk farth er west on Centre S tret to  the 
main entrance o f  the Arboretum, ( i t  is  sa fes t to  turn l e f t  when one f i r s t  reaches the 
Arborway and walk the short distance to  the t r a f f i c  lig h ts  that are at the Arboretum 
en tran ce .)

The Arnold Arboretum con sists  o f  265 acres o f  varied  h ab ita ts . There are small ponds, a 
meadow, a brook, c l i f f s  o f  conglomerate, h i l l s  and a Hemlock Woods. The three la rg est and 
most permanent ponds are near the Forest H ills  gate. The meadow l ie s  immediately to  the 
w est, across from the Adm inistration Building. Bussey Brook runs through the group o f  
con ifers  near the Walter Street gate. I t  was at one time an Indian camp s i t e ,  and in 
1692 there was a sawmill on i t .  The two la rgest h i l l s  are Bussey H ill  (behind the ponds) 
and P eter 's  H ill  (across Bussey S tre e t). Both are drumlins, h i l l s  formed by the g la c ie r . 
Bussey H ill  was probably v irg in  fo re s t  300 years ago.

This land was o r ig in a lly  given by the Massachusetts Bay Colony to  Captain Joseph Weld, who 
bequeathed i t  to  h is  son Jonathan. I t  was home fo r  seven generations o f  Welds u n t il 
1806, when i t  was bought by Benjamin Bussey. Mr. Bussey constructed walks around h is farm 
and woods and opened them to  the p u b lic . L ater, in  18^2, he gave the land to  Harvard.
James Arnold o f  New Bedford in  1868 gave Harvard College a large sum o f  money fo r  the pur­
pose o f  estab lish ing  an arboretum. Frederick Law Olmstead, the designer o f  Boston 's ex­
tensive park system, *suggested incorporating the area in to  the c i t y 's  "emerald b e l t . "
This was done, and the Arboretum opened in  1870, with P rofessor Charles Sprague Sargent as 
i t s  f i r s t  d ire c to r .

Today, the Arboretum is  a museum o f  l iv in g  trees  and shrubs. The land has been leased to  
Harvard fo r  1000 years, and the U niversity supervises the b otan ica l research. The trees 
and shrubs have been planted in  groups by fa m ilie s : the maples are near the meadow and
ponds; the b irches are between the greenhouses and Bussey H il l ;  the beeches are near the 
South Street gate. There are a lso three natural woods, good fo r  warblers during m igration.

The City o f  Boston maintains and p o lice s  the roads. The Arboretum is  surrounded by a 
stone w all and a chain lin k  fence , but the gates are open da ily  from sunrise to  sunset.
The fo llow in g  rules apply: no p icking or c o lle c t in g  o f  plant m ateria l, no f i r e s ,  no p ick -
n ick ing , no b ic y c l in g , dogs only on leash , and no automobiles w ithin the gates. ( i t  is  
p oss ib le  on weekdays to  obtain an automobile pass at the Adm inistration B u ild in g .)

I have b irded here quite regu larly  and have been keeping records since 1939* Over most 
o f  th is  time span there have been regular b ird ing  walks each Saturday morning, from 8 to  
10 a.m. These walks s t i l l  continue, and v is it o r s  including ch ildren  are welcome. ( i t  is  
w e ll to  telephone 325-1^83 to  check on sched u les.) Many o f  the boys and g ir l s  from the 
C hildren 's Museum, which o r ig in a lly  sponsored these walks, have spent many, add itional 
hours here, and each year we have done a Christmas Census. We have found that we can 
reach several good habitats by fo llow ing the it in era ry  below:

Start by checking the feeder at the back o f  the Adm inistration Building. This has o ften  
been a good spot fo r  Red-breasted Nuthatches, and Ring-necked Pheasants feed on the ground 
under the feeder. In the spring, grackles and Blue Jays are common here; and Red-winged 
B lackbirds, Yellow W arblers, Common Yellowthroats and Savannah Sparrows are to  be seen in 
the meadow across the road.

From the Adm inistration Building we walk along the road toward the ponds. In the w inter, 
Dark-eyed Juncos and W hite-throated and Tree Sparrows feed on the ground on both sides o f  
the roadway, while American Goldfinches and Pine Siskins can usually be found in  the tree  
top s . During the spring and summer, th is  area is  good fo r  both o r io le s ,  v ir e o s , American
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Robins, Common F lick e rs , Gray Catbirds and Brown Thrashers. The pond area frequently  pro­
vides Green Heron, Black-crowned Night Heron, M allard, Black Duck, Wood Duck, Spotted and 
S o lita ry  Sandpipers during the spring m igration.

At the ponds we turn l e f t  and go up the h i l l  at the bubbler with the forsyth ias on our 
r ig h t . Mockingbirds and Cardinals res ide  year-round in th is  area, and Cedar Waxwings are 
frequently  seen here. At the top o f  Bussey H ill  turn to  the l e f t  and then a fte r  a short 
distance to  the r igh t again. There are compost p ile s  here that seem to  a ttra ct sparrows 
year round. Bussey H ill  i s  a superb lo ca tion  from which to  see warblers during the spring 
m igration . Not only w i l l  i t  a ttra ct a wide variety  o f  sp ec ies , but the h i l l  a lso  pro­
vides an e x ce llen t l ip e  o f  s ig h t. The warblers w i l l  be found in  the shrubbery and in  the 
oaks to  the r igh t o f  the path down by the azaleas. Since these trees are dow nhill, you, 
on the path, w i l l  be more on a le v e l with the upper branches in which the warblers w i l l  be 
feed ing. This area is  a lso  good fo r  Rose-breasted Grosbeak, S carlet Tanager, Rufous-sided 
Towhee and Indigo Bunting.

From the top o f  Bussey H il l ,  our route goes down by the Chinese Path Area and then to  the 
r igh t toward the beeches. Chickadees, woodpeckers and nuthatches work the trees in  th is 
area, while sparrows arid juncos go over the ground. When we reach the brook, we fo llow  i t  
(o r  the nearby road) toward the Walter S treet gate. The rhododendron and mountain la u re l 
areas along the brook are ex ce llen t in  the spring fo r  migrant w arblers, and in  the winter 
Boreal Chickadees can o ften  be found quite near the gate i t s e l f .  In the spring , i f  you 
have tim e, climb Hemlock H il l .  This area is  good fo r  w arblers, v ir e o s , thrushes and 
S ca rle t Tanagers.

For the la s t  se ction  o f  our rou te , we cross Bussey Street to  get to  P e ter 's  H il l .  There 
are many crab apple trees here which are good fo r  American Robins and Cedar Waxwings. 
T h e .con ifers  are a lso  good fo r  Boreal Chickadee during in flu x  years.

In the years since 1939# my group has seen c lose  to  150 species o f  b irds in  the Arnold 
Arboretum. Some were easy; others took a good deal o f  s leuthing. Our composite l i s t  
fo llo w s . Species marked with an asterisk  have been seen o cca s ion a lly ; a l l  others have
been seen fa i r ly  regu larly . Those species 
young are marked with a plus sign .

D ouble-crested Cormorant*
Great Blue Heron 
Green Heron
Black-crowned Night Heron 
American B ittern*
Canada Goose*
Mallard+
Black Duck+
Wood Duck+
Common Merganser*
Goshawk*
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
C ooper's Hawk 
R ed -ta iled  Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk*
Rough-legged Hawk*
Osprey*
Peregrine Falcon*
Merlin*
American K estrel 
Ruffed Grouse*
Bobwhite*
Ring-necked Pheasant+
Semipalmated Plover*
K illd eer*
American Woodcock*
Spotted Sandpiper 
S o lita ry  Sandpiper 
Lesser Yellow legs*
Semipalmated Sandpiper*
Great Black-backed Gull 
Herring Gull 
R in g -b ille d  Gull

that have been seen on a nest with eggs or

Rock-Dove+
Mourning Dove+
Y ellow -b illed  Cuckoo* 
B la ck -b illed  Cuckoo*
Barn Owl*
Screech Owl+
Great Horned Owl 
Snowy Owl*
Barred Owl*
Long-eared Owl*
Saw-whet Owl*
Common Nighthawk 
Chimney Swift+
Ruby-throated Hummingbird 
Belted K ingfisher 
Common Flicker+
P ileated  Woodpecker* 
Y e llow -b e llied  Sapsucker 
Haiiy Woodpecker 
Downy Woodpecker 
A rctic  Three-toed Woodpecker* 
Eastern Kingbird+
Great Crested Flycatcher+ 
Eastern Phoebe+
Eastern Wood Pewee 
Tree Swallow 
Bank Swallow*
Rough-winged Swallow 
Barn Swallow 
C l i f f  Swallow 
Purple Martin*
Blue Jay+
Common Crow+
Fish Crow



Black-capped Chickadee+ 
Boreal Chickadee 
Tufted Titmouse 
W hite-breasted Nuthatch+ 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Brown Creeper 
House Wren+
Mockingbird+
Gray Catbird+
Brown Thrasher+
Ameri canRobin+
Wood Thrush+
Hermit Thrush 
Swainson’ s Thrush 
Gray-cheeked Thrush 
Eastern Bluebird*
Golden-crowned Kinglet 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Cedar Waxwing+
Northern Shrike*
Starling+
White-eyed V ireo 
S o lita ry  Vireo 
Red-eyed Vireo+
Philadelphia Vireo*
Warbling Vireo+ 
Black-and-white Warbler 
Golden-winged Warbler* 
Orange-crowned Warbler* 
N ashville Warbler 
Northern Parula 
Yellow Warbler+
Magnolia Warbler 
Cape May Warbler 
B lack-throated Blue Warbler 
Yellow-rumped Warbler 
B lack-throated Green Warbler 
Blackburnian Warbler 
Yellow -throated Warbler* 
Chestnut-sided Warbler 
Bay-breasted Warbler 
B lackpoll 
Pine Warbler 
P ra ir ie  Warbler+
Palm Warbler 
Ovenbird+
Northern Waterthrush* 
Louisiana Waterthrush*
Common Yellowthroat+ 
Y ellow -breasted Chat* 
W ilson’ s Warbler 
Hooded Warbler*
Canada Warbler 
American Redstart 
House Sparrow+
Bobolink*
Eastern Meadowlark

THE CASE ESTATES of the Arnold Arboretum, one 
hundred twelve acres in Weston (thirteen miles from 
Jamaica Plain), serve as the nursery and experimental 
planting area of the Arboretum. Also included are 
ground cover and flower displays, small and orna­
mental trees, and shrubs.

Red-winged Blackbird+ 
Orchard O riole* 
Northern Oriole+
Rusty Blackbird 
Common Grackle+ 
Brown-headed Cowbird 
Western Tanager*
S carlet Tanager+ 
Cardinal+
Rose-breasted Grosbeak+ 
Indigo Bunting+
Evening Grosbeak 
Purple Finch 
House Finch 
Pine Grosbeak*
Common Redpoll*
Pine Siskin 
American Goldfinch+
Red C rossb ill*  
White-winged C rossb ill*  
Rufous-sided Towhee+ 
Savannah Sparrow 
Vesper Sparrow 
Lark Sparrow*
Dark-eyed Junco 
Tree Sparrow 
Chipping Sparrow+
F ie ld  Sparrow 
White-crowned Sparrow 
W hite-throated Sparrow 
Fox Sparrow 
Swamp Sparrow 
Song Sparrow+
Snow Bunting*
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