
In urban areas, vegetation that is not planted 
or maintained by people—including both 
native and non-native species—typically 

dominates many different habitats including 
river and stream banks, highway verges, vacant 
building lots, infrastructure edges, chain-link 
fence lines, and random pavement cracks. For 
most cities, the amount of spontaneous vegeta-
tion they support varies inversely with their 
economic prosperity; cities that have lost the 
most population and jobs show the highest lev-
els of land abandonment and volunteer plant 
growth (Del Tredici 2010a, b; Burkholder 2012).

How city dwellers respond to the presence 
of spontaneous vegetation in their midst is 
influenced by personal preferences as well as 
by cultural norms. In many European cities, 
residents’ feelings about spontaneous vegeta-
tion is divided—some welcome it as a mani-
festation of unrestrained urban nature while 
others see it as an indicator of dereliction that 
should be removed. Such responses have led to 
the categorization of urban residents as either 
“nature lovers” (a.k.a. wilderness enthusiasts) 
or “neat freaks” (a.k.a. urban devotees). Inter-
estingly, the percentages of people in these cat-
egories can vary dramatically from one city to 
the next in the same country (Keil 2005; Rink 
2005; Weber et al. 2014).

In an effort to promote a wider appreciation 
and acceptance of “urban wilds,” urban ecolo-
gists have recently been attempting to calculate 
the value of the ecosystem services provided 
by spontaneous vegetation, especially in cit-
ies where the population is shrinking and the 
amount of vacant land is expanding (Pataki et 
al. 2011; Burkholder 2012; Robinson and Lund-
holm 2012). On the positive side, this vegeta-
tion contributes to increasing the ecological 
functionality of the city in terms of storm 
water management, temperature reduction, 
carbon sequestration, soil development, and 

total biodiversity (Kowarik and Körner 2005; 
Carroll 2011). Harder to quantify, but never-
theless important, are the opportunities for 
social, cultural, educational, and nature expe-
riences that spontaneous vegetation provides 
across the wide array of cultural contexts and 
sites that characterize most cities (Pfeiffer and 
Voeks 2008; Daniel et al. 2012; Jorgensen and  
Keenan 2012).

The aesthetics of spontaneous vegetation are 
usually considered negative given that much 
of it is perceived as ugly or messy (i.e., lack-
ing ornamental characteristics or possessing 
an unkempt appearance), and its presence in 
the landscape is justifiably viewed as project-
ing an image of neglect (Nassauer and Raskin 
2014). In the arena of public health, many people 
see spontaneous vegetation as providing habi-
tat for animals that are vectors for a number 
of human pathogens and infectious diseases 
such as rats, mosquitoes, and ticks (Garvin et 
al. 2012; Gulachensik et al. 2016). Similarly, the 
large size that spontaneous urban vegetation can 
reach in the absence of maintenance is viewed 
as providing cover for potential criminal activity 
and thus a threat to public safety. To the extent 
that urban landscapes dominated by spontane-
ous urban vegetation are perceived as threaten-
ing, they fit within a concept of a “wilderness” 
that is defined as land that exists outside the 
bounds of human control (Hofmeister 2010;  
Jorgensen and Keenan 2012; Desimini 2015).

In this article we will explore the history of 
the “urban wilds” construct as it developed in  
Boston, Massachusetts, from its introduction  
in the mid-1970s through today, and present 
a case study of one such site, Bussey Brook 
Meadow at the Arnold Arboretum, to illustrate 
how multi-faceted urban wilds can be creatively 
interpreted for the general public utilizing  
GPS (global positioning system)-based cell 
phone technology.

Other Order: Sound Walk for an Urban Wild

Peter Del Tredici and Teri Rueb
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Urban vegetation takes hold in cracks in a neglected swath of asphalt pavement.

Pretty wildflowers or invasive weeds? Chicory (Cichorium intybus), yellow 
sweet clover (Melilotus officinalis), and spotted knapweed (Centaurea stoebe 
subsp. micranthos) bloom along a city street.

Weedy trees take over an abandoned lot in Detroit.
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Urban Wilds in Boston
In the United States, the idea that 
unmanaged “open space” in cities 
could perform valuable ecologi-
cal services was foreshadowed by 
a movement in the 1970s that cat-
egorized such sites as “urban wilds” 
(Tanner 1975; Desimini 2015). In 
1976, the Boston Redevelopment 
Authority (BRA), a city planning 
agency, officially adopted the term 
when it issued an inventory of Bos-
ton’s unimproved and unprotected 
natural areas under the title Boston 
Urban Wilds. The report—which 
was partially funded by a grant from 
the National Endowment for the 
Arts—was spearheaded by BRA land-
scape architect Elliot Rhodeside. It 
identified 143 parcels of land (2,000 
total acres) of diverse sizes and own-
erships that contained significant 
“natural resource value” but were 
threatened by on-going development 
pressure (BRA 1976). Most of the 
sites had histories of industrial, insti-
tutional, or residential use, some 
dating back to the nineteenth cen-
tury. Rhodeside left the BRA shortly 
after the report was published and 
the work of advocacy, fundraising, 
and protection for the Boston Urban 
Wilds project passed to a non-profit 
organization, the Boston Natural 
Areas Fund (BNAF), founded in 1977 
by Eugenie Beal (the head of the then 
newly formed Boston Conservation 
Commission) along with her future 
husband, John Blackwell.

In its early days, BNAF was focused 
on trying to preserve and protect 
properties listed in the Urban Wilds 
report, but over time the emphasis of 
the organization shifted away from 
land acquisition to maintenance 
of already protected properties and 
coalition building with other non-
profit organizations around issues of 
public advocacy. In 1988, the Boston 



Parks Department officially took over manage-
ment of the Urban Wilds program which, as of 
2014, listed 39 properties in its inventory. The 
Parks Department currently provides mainte-
nance and logistical support for those properties 
that are controlled by the city; other proper-
ties on the list receive varying levels of main-
tenance depending on the resources allocated 
by the organization that controls it (Bird 2014).

The original 1976 BRA report described 143 
sites that contained some significant “natural 
resource value,” including geological features 
(68 sites), coastal or fresh water wetlands (20 
sites), shorelines (27 sites), or important veg-
etation (28 sites). It was clearly a simpler time 
when the meaning of the words nature and 
natural were not contested and the dichotomy 
between native and exotic species had yet to 
emerge as the divisive issue it is today. In the 
1970s, urban wilds, regardless of their biological 

content or cultural history, were viewed as valu-
able antidotes to blighted, barren cityscapes. 
By the late-1990s, the original concept of an 
urban wild became subsumed under the rubric 
of ecological restoration. This reconceptualiza-
tion of urban nature—essentially attempting 
to affix a “native” label on it—represented a 
dramatic reversal of fortune for the non-native 
organisms that found themselves reclassified 
as invasive species. Older, less value-driven 
terms to describe these plants, including weed, 
pest, naturalized species, garden escapee, volun-
teer, etc., fell by the wayside and with them an 
appreciation of their historic connection with 
the past land use of the site (Del Tredici 2010b).

This privileging of native over non-native  
species has created problems for today’s advo-
cates of urban wilds because many of the sites 
they’re striving to protect can no longer be 
“restored” to anything resembling their origi-
nal ecological condition (Del Tredici 2010a, b;  
Carroll 2011). Similarly, the ways that some 
people use minimally maintained urban wilds, 
including drinking, doing drugs, having sex, 
painting graffiti, and camping out, has also 
caused problems for advocates because of com-
plaints from abutting residents and other users. 
Like it or not, urban wilds are places where 
human behavior, like the plants and animals 
that occupy them, can sometimes be out of con-
trol (Keil 2005; Thompson 2012).

Bussey Brook Meadow
Bussey Brook Meadow of the Arnold Arbore-
tum of Harvard University was listed as an 
urban wild in the 1976 BRA report. This 25-acre 
wetland has a documented history of land use 
going back 350 years when, in 1662, one of the 
first roads leading southwest out of the city of 
Boston was constructed along its western edge. 
This road opened the land up to farmers who 
drained portions of the property and moved 
the stream, Bussey Brook, that ran through 
the middle of it to the periphery. A hundred 
and forty years later, in 1802, another road was 
built along its eastern edge, which eventually 
developed into a railroad line that is still in 
operation today. Once a stable earthen berm 
was constructed for the rail line in 1873, Bussey 
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Boston Urban Wilds, a 1976 report from the Boston 
Redevelopment Authority, identified 143 land parcels 
in Boston with potential value as preserved natural 
areas. This copy of the report is in the Arnold  
Arboretum library.



Brook was effectively isolated from the larger, 
adjacent Stony Brook watershed that drains into 
the Charles River. Following this, the processes 
of fragmentation and filling of Bussey Brook 
Meadow accelerated dramatically, most notably 
with the installation in 1900 of a 9-foot-diame-
ter, 3,600-foot-long high-level sewer line across 
the western edge of the property and the con-
struction of an expanded Forest Hills train sta-
tion to the north in 1909 (Arnold Arboretum).

The Arnold Arboretum, through a land 
purchase from its Harvard University par-
ent, acquired roughly half of the Bussey Brook 
Meadow parcel in 1919 and constructed Muddy 
Pond in the middle of the site, a wagon road 
following the track of the high-level sewer line, 
and a tree nursery on the site of former agricul-
tural land. All of these activities over a period 
of seven years resulted in more wetland filling 
and disruption of surface drainage. In the 1950s, 

a privately owned esker on the site, composed 
mainly of sand and gravel, was excavated for 
construction purposes and replaced between 
1955 and 1965 with a 5-acre landfill consisting 
of construction debris from the demolition of 
several Boston public schools. In 1971, after an 
unfortunate incident in which two neighbor-
hood children from a nearby public housing 
project drowned, Muddy Pond in the center of 
the Arboretum’s portion of the wetland was 
filled in (Arnold Arboretum).

In 1982, the northern end of Bussey Brook 
Meadow underwent a major transformation 
when an expansion of the Forest Hills train sta-
tion was initiated in order to make room for 
the new Orange Line subway station. As part 
of this project, a pathway was built along the 
base of the landfill that linked the new subway 
station to the South Street gate of the Arbore-
tum. In 1996, through the determined efforts of 
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Willows and cattails are among the moisture loving plants that thrive in Bussey Brook Meadow.
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Eugenie Beal and John Blackwell and the two 
non-profit organizations they co-founded (the 
Boston Natural Areas Fund and the Arboretum 
Park Conservancy), the deeds to the variously 
owned parcels of Bussey Brook Meadow were 
bundled together and added to the Arnold Arbo-
retum’s 1882 indenture, thereby achieving per-
manent protection for the entire 25-acre site. At 
the same time, grants from federal, state, and 
city agencies, together with funds generated by 
the Arboretum Park Conservancy, were used 
to construct granite entrance gates and upgrade 
the surface of the main pathway, now chris-
tened Blackwell Path.

In 2011, the Arboretum, in keeping with its 
scientific research mission, approved a plan 
that called for turning Bussey Brook Meadow 
into a site for long-term environmental moni-
toring and research on urban ecology. While 
this meant that most of the land in Bussey 

Brook Meadow would be left alone to follow its 
own ecological trajectory, the Arboretum made 
a commitment to manage portions of the site 
that were heavily used by visitors, including 
mowing the edges of Blackwell Path regularly, 
removing hazard trees that threatened public 
safety, and mowing several meadow areas annu-
ally to keep woody vegetation from taking over 
(Arnold Arboretum).

Creating the Other Order Sound Walk
Having developed a long-term strategy for the 
site, the Arboretum still had to contend with 
issues raised by discordant visitor perceptions of 
the land. Some saw Bussey Brook Meadow as a 
“natural” counterpoint to the well-maintained 
landscape of the Arnold Arboretum proper, 
while others saw it as a haven for invasive spe-
cies that undermined the Arboretum’s moral 
authority on matters of ecology. It was into this 
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Bussey Brook Meadow with Blackwell Path running through it.
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breech that the authors of this article stepped in 
2012 with a proposal to interpret Bussey Brook 
Meadow for the general public using a GPS-
based sound walk designed for use with a cell 
phone. The purpose of the proposed app was 
to illuminate the complex cultural history of 
Bussey Brook Meadow, to reveal the complex 
ecological interactions that are currently taking 
place on the site, and to show some of the ways 
the site was being used by the general public. 
The ultimate goal of the project was to try and 
change how people thought and felt about the 
site—to help them see that it was not just a 
chaotic collection of weeds but a dynamic, orga-
nized ecological system that reflected cultural 

values, past land-use history, and future eco-
logical trajectories (Rueb and Del Tredici 2014).

The Other Order app took two years to 
complete and involved a close collaboration 
between Del Tredici, who provided extensive 
verbal interpretation of the site in situ, and 
Rueb, who recorded this material and combined 
it with field recordings to create a soundscape 
designed for delivery via a downloadable mobile 
app. The app uses GPS to track visitors’ move-
ments and play the sounds at specific locations 
in Bussey Brook Meadow as they pass through 
them. In addition to Del Tredici’s monologues 
on “cosmopolitan” vegetation, recordings 
included dozens of on-site conversations with 

The 9-foot-diameter sewer line being installed in Bussey Brook 
Meadow in August 1900.

A tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus altissima) grove on the slopes of 
the landfill in Bussey Brook Meadow. Ring counts of downed 
trees indicated that they established themselves on the site  
in 1965 or 1966, shortly after dumping stopped.Blackwell Path in Bussey Brook Meadow in summer.
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various experts, stakeholders, Arboretum staff, 
and park visitors including urban ecologists, 
park advocacy groups, multi-generation urban 
farmers, landscape architects, dog walkers, 
commuters, and transient residents.

Over twenty hours of ambient field record-
ings of the environment were also incorporated 
and used as inspiration for sound compositions 
evoking, for example, the material layers of the 
landfill, the interior sounds of the high level 
sewer pipeline, the leisure activity of past vis-
itors mingled with those of the present, and 
the wildlife of the meadow. In some places one 
might find unexpected sounds such as light 
snoring tucked under a tree-of-heaven grove 
(Ailanthus altissima) near a concrete over-
hang, a flute mingling with sounds of laughter 

in a clearing in the center of the old Arboretum 
nursery, cows lowing and chickens clucking 
near the site of the former Bussey farmstead, 
and the sound of underwater gurgling as cap-
tured with hydrophones dropped into Bussey 
Brook. All of these sounds reference actual and 
imagined ways in which the meadow has been 
inhabited over time and the various materi-
als and organisms that make up the complex 
social, biological, and physical matrix that is 
Bussey Brook Meadow.

Sound regions are arranged throughout the 
meadow in a manner that allows for a com-
plete experience should visitors constrain their 
movements solely to Blackwell Path, which 
takes about twenty minutes to traverse at a lei-
surely pace. However, additional sound regions 

Non-native wetland plants growing in Bussey Brook Meadow: common reed (Phragmites australis) in the background, 
yellow flag iris (Iris pseudacorus) in the middle, and reed canarygrass (Phalaris arundinacea) in the foreground. These 
species have sorted themselves out across a moisture gradient to form a functional urban wetland.



are spread throughout the meadow, rewarding 
the more adventurous and patient with sounds 
that may be accessed only by leaving the trail 
behind and following informal footpaths, trails, 
and tunnels through the dense vegetation.

Blackwell Path is an egalitarian corridor that 
connects the elegant environs of the formal 
Arboretum with the urban hubbub of the Forest 
Hills subway station and surrounding neighbor-
hoods. Intervening into this path system repre-
sents a critique of conventional parks as much 
as an invitation to go off the beaten track and 
explore the wilds held within this “urban wild.” 
Bussey Brook Meadow is a particularly complex 
social site as it sits somewhere between a man-
aged botanical garden on the one hand, and an 
interstitial zone where commuters, neighbor-
hood residents, and tourists from all over the 

world mix with transient populations who are 
often staying for extended periods of time or 
returning each year with the milder seasons to 
regular encampments.

A central concern of the work is to commu-
nicate a variety of perspectives on place as a 
means of critically engaging contested mean-
ings, uses, and inhabitations of public sites. 
Voices in the work range from those of experts 
who tell us what to look for, what to hear, and 
what to value in this richly vegetated environ-
ment, to those that offer meandering impres-
sions, personal histories, random thoughts, and 
idiosyncratic perceptions of a place. Animals, 
wind, weather, and water are equal voices in 
this mix. Through this blending of voices, the 
work draws upon the cosmopolitan botany of 
the site as a central metaphor and a means for 
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A wetland in Bussey Brook Meadow consisting of common reed (Phragmites australis), yellow flag iris (Iris pseud-
acorus), and reed canarygrass (Phalaris arundinacea).
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asking probing questions about ownership, 
access, interpretation, and use of public parks 
and green spaces.

Among the discoveries that stood out for 
the authors in developing the work and seeing 
its reception across various audiences was an 
awareness of the intensity of the experience as 
visitors were often torn between giving them-
selves over to immersion in the layered sounds 
emanating from their headphones and relating 
them to the complex sights, sounds, and social 
activities of the site itself. Frequently groups 
of people would walk together, taking their 
headphones off at regular intervals to exchange 
impressions and ask each other if they heard the 
same thing, and if it was “in the headphones” or 
“real.” A surprising number of people seemed 
willing to bushwhack through the Japanese 

knotweed and stinging nettles to find a sound 
buried deep in the meadow or high on top of an 
embankment.

A challenge of sorts, Other Order could be 
approached as a kind of game where one tries 
to cover as much territory as possible, to visit 
each sound in its unique niche, or identify each 
of the plants and landmarks referenced in the 
sound composition and included in the project 
index. Related apps, including “Alpine Garden 
Misguide” by Jill Didur (2015), have success-
fully used the game structure of an exotic plant 
hunt to engage critical perspectives on the colo-
nial histories of botanical gardens and specimen 
collecting. As an educational and informative 
piece, the authors were happy to discover that 
Other Order was equally appealing to adults 
and children, though it is less accessible to 
audiences with physical disabilities that 
would limit their movement or ability to lis-
ten through headphones. Finally, we found that 
visitors’ appreciation of the botany of urban 
wilds was enhanced through the experience, 
but especially in the context of understanding 
plants in relation to their social entanglements 
with humans.

At its core, the Other Order sound walk is 
an effort to combine scientific and cultural 
perspectives on urban ecology in a format that 
can reach broader publics in non-traditional 
settings. Bussey Brook Meadow is often mis-
taken for a derelict parcel of public land—a 
park of sorts, but with an uneasy appearance 
when compared to the manicured landscape of 
the Arboretum grounds or with sections of the 
Olmsted-designed Emerald Necklace of Boston 
parks that bear the stamp of formal landscape 
design. As a public artwork, Other Order is 
aimed at drawing visitors into the site through 
a sonic overlay that reveals another kind  
of beauty—and another perspective on ecolog-
ical environments that blend the biological, 
technological, cultural, and social elements. 
The contrasting aesthetics of urban wilds and 
more formal parks is brought into focus, reveal-
ing a historical moment when each has under-
gone dramatic shifts in purpose, perception,  
and public use.

Peter Del Tredici and Teri Rueb recording conversations 
in Bussey Brook Meadow.
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Herb Nolan, a longtime Arboretum supporter, listening to Other Order.
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A map of Bussey Brook Meadow showing the locations of the fifty-five sound regions that make up Other Order.
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Other Order is available for free download from the App Store and Google Play Store.  
Visitors are encouraged to download the app in advance of their visit and wear head-
phones in order to appreciate the stereo, binaural recordings as they blend with the  
actual environmental sounds of the meadow. The combination of stereo, binaural record-
ings with the ambient sounds that surround visitors as they move through the meadow 
creates an uncanny sense of being simultaneously “here and now” and “there and then”  
in the site, further emphasizing the complex temporalities of the meadow, and complicat-
ing the emplacement of visitors as situated actors within its operations.

Urban vegetation provides autumn color along Blackwell Path in Bussey Brook Meadow.
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