Why the Shaker Lakes Are History
When someone recently asked me whether the Shaker Lakes are themselves historic or merely “part of a historic area,” I was momentarily speechless. How can one separate the lakes from the very history that created them? The question isn’t just misplaced — it reveals a deeper misunderstanding of what heritage means.
The Shaker Lakes were not designed to decorate a landscape. They formed it. Long before Shaker Heights became a suburb, before there were streets named “South Park” or “North Woodland,” there was a stream called Doan Brook and the dams and mill races that shaped it into Horseshoe and Lower Lakes. These were working civic assets of the 19th century: they powered the Shaker community’s mills, sustained its gardens, and later inspired the region’s first generation of landscape planners and park designers.
Later, when the Olmsted Brothers laid out the connected parklands of Cleveland’s “Emerald Necklace,” they already saw in this valley something rare, a place where industry, water, and beauty had already achieved balance. The lakes weren’t an afterthought; they were the reason the surrounding neighborhoods exist at all.
Unlike a preserved building or artifact, the Shaker Lakes are a living design. Their outlines are still defined by the same topography, the same engineered embankments, and the same gentle hydrology envisioned nearly two centuries ago. They remain functional, aesthetic, and ecological works of civic art, public infrastructure that continues to connect the past to the present.
Historians now refer to this essence as “cultural landscape” a landscape intentionally shaped by human hands to express shared values. The Shaker Lakes are a textbook example. They embody early American ingenuity, 19th-century communal industry, 20th-century landscape architecture, and the modern idea that nature and city life can coexist gracefully.
To ask whether the lakes are “historic” or merely “within” a historic area is to think like a surveyor, not a citizen. It’s a bureaucratic question, not a moral one. It assumes that history lives only in objects, in things we can fence off, label, or move rather than in systems we inhabit and depend upon. But a lake is not an ornament. It is a living public trust.
And that term, public trust, carries both legal and ethical force. The Shaker Lakes are held by the City of Cleveland in trust for everyone who lives upstream and downstream. That means they are not simply amenities to be redesigned at will. They are enduring elements of the commons -civic spaces belonging equally to all generations. To destroy or drain them is not an act of “restoration.” It is the erasure of a shared inheritance.
We should be deeply wary of any argument that treats a public historic lake as disposable because it doesn’t fit a narrow modern category. Heritage isn’t only stone walls and marker plaques. It is the lived continuity of place -the sound of water, the shape of the shore, the view that countless people have cherished across decades. These sensory and emotional experiences are as much a record of our past as any document in an archive.
The Shaker Lakes are not “part” of a historic area. They are the area -its reason, its rhythm, its identity. To preserve them is to preserve the rare synthesis of human craftsmanship and natural beauty that has always defined the Shaker Heights and Cleveland Heights communities.
The real question, then, isn’t whether the lakes “count” as historic. It’s whether we still recognize ourselves as stewards of something greater than property lines, something that embodies our collective history, our environmental conscience, and our civic soul.
The Shaker Lakes are living history. The water still flows. The trust still stands. The only question left is whether we will honor it.

