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FREDERICK LAW OrmsTED (1822-1903) LEFT A LEGAGY OF WONDERFUL
places, from Central Park to Boston’s “Emerald Necklace,” from Niagara
Falls to Yosemite. Few people now recognize these as buil landscapes.
Most are startled to learn that New York’s Central Park was. constructed,
that even the Ramble is an “artful wilderness,” and that Boston’s Fens and
Riverway were molded out of polluted mudflats, planted to.grow into tidal
marsh and floodplain forest. Even those few who recognize Central Park
and the Fens as constructions are surprised at how extensively the experi-
ences of Niagara Falls and Yosemite are shaped by design, for these have
come to stand as monuments of nature untouched by human artifice.

Olmsted’s contemporaries certainly recognized that landscapes like Cen-
tral Park and the Fens were designed and built. After all, they were familiar
with the previous appearances of those sites and the lengthy and ambitious
process of transformation. However, this popular realization soon faded.
Olmsted was so skillful at concealing the artifice that both the projects he
‘had so brilliantly constructed and the profession he had worked so hard
o establish became largely invisible. Today the works of the profession of

ndscape architecture are often not “seen,” not understood as having been
esigned and deiiberatefy constructed, even when the landscape has been
adically reshaped, Many landmarks of landscape architecture are assumed
D€ works of nature or felicitous, serendipitous products of culture. This
lindness prevents their appreciation as artful answers to knotty questions
fconﬂicting environmental values and competing purposes,
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Olmsted is justly recognized and remembered for his built works, but his
legacy consists of far more than places. He was a pragmatic visionary who,
i f theory and practice, shaped the American landscape

through a fusion 0
from city to wilderness. He was 2 pivotal figure in the formative years of
the conservation movement and struggled with issucs that still face Ameri-

can society. In his report on Yosemite he urged that such extraordinary
places be made accessible to all and not remain the property of an elite. At
Niagara he worked with the “processes of nature” to form a frame for the
falls. At Biltmore he constructed a forest “out of whole cloth” and planned
its management for pleasure and utility. In Boston’s Fens and Riverway he
employed the lessons of a lifetime to transtorm urban landscapes polluted
by waste 1nto habitats that enhanced human health, safety, and welfare,
while they reintroduced a sense of the wild into the heart of the city.

Much of Olmsted’s work, written and built, is remarkably fresh a century
after his retirement, but its potential has not been fully explored and real-
ized. Projects that should have been widely replicated were forgotten, then.

occasionally reinvented, or they were misunderstood, then poorly imitated.

Lately, admirers have praised the pastoral scenery of Olmsted’s urban
parks, while critics have attacked his ideas that exposure 10 such scenery
would improve the morals of working-class people.? Admirers and critics
alike have focused upon the specifics of his expression, whether formal or

verbal, and have neglected the larger significance of his vision and methods.
Olmsted’s legacy needs reclaiming.

Yosemite

YOSEMITE WAS THE FIRST TRACT OF WILD LAND SET ASIDE BY AN ACT OF

Congress, in 1864,
precedent in the United States for such an action, and Olmsted was asked to

chair a commission to recommend what should be done with Y osemite.

In 1865 he outlined the case for preserving Yosemite and the strategies for

was frankly anthropocentric: Yosemite should be
preserved because it had value for humans; to be in a place surrounded by
“patural scenery” promoted human health and welfare. Such scenery, he
felt, should never be private property, but should be held in trust for public

managing it. His view

purposes,
defensive poin
assure “Iree enjoyment” for all citizens, Olmsted predicted,
Yosemite would become “rich men’s
from the beneficial effects of its scenery. He cited the example of Gred
Britain, where “the enjoyment of the choicest natural scenes in the country’
was the “monopoly . . . of avery few, very rich people.”

In 1865, the year of Olmsted’s report, several hundred people yisite
Yosemite. Visitors had to hire 2 guide and horses and travel three 1O fou

“for public use, resort, and recreation.”® There was no -

for its importance to the nation was comparable to strategic,

ts along national boundaries. Without government action to
places like

parks” and the public would be barred
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result, ultimately, in the destruction of what they value.' Ironically,
Olmsted’s concealment of the artifice of his intervention (a tradition contin-
ued today in the national parks) permits the misconception that places like
Yosemite are not designed and managed.

Olmsted’s work at Central Park and at Yosemite was informed by similar
ideas about the value of natural scenery, the importance of free public
access, and the necessity for managing the landscape (albeit concealed) to
realize the value of both the scencery and the access. He advocated both the
preservation of remote wild lands and the restoration of urban landscapes
that had been ravaged by human use, and he continued to work across this
spectrum of environments for the rest of his career.

Niagara Falls

NIAGARA FALLS IS MORE THAN A BIG WATERFALL. FOR AMERICANS IT IS the
waterfall. Niagara has long been, for many, the epitome of the sublime,
offering the experience of a powerful natural feature of superhuman scale
that inspires awe and fear. To others it has been a spectacle, a source of
cheap power, a historic landmark, a livelihood. Niagara has never meant the
same thing to everyone, and its meanings have changed over time, reflec-

tions of cultural context. The falls and their frame have been repeatedly
reconstructed, literally and figuratively, their form and meaning revisited by
generation after generation. (See illustrations on pp. 163-67.)
Niagara Falls was a popular tourist destination throughout the early nine-
teenth century. By the 1860s, however, it had become a natural wonder that
failed to astonish. Water flow over the falls was diminished by diversions
for power and industry, and visitors had to pick their way along muddy
paths bordered by dilapidated factories. On his return from California and
Yosemite, Olmsted joined the campaign to establish Niagara Falls as a pub-
lic reservation and restore its scenic qualities.' Here was sublime scenery
that was freely accessible to urban populations. Niagara provided Olmsted
with the opportunity to apply the ideas he had outlined in his report on
Yosemite. In 1879 he was appointed a consultant to the state survey that
studied the falls and recommended that the state of New York repurchase
property along the Niagara River and the American Falls (the state had sold
~the land bordering the Niagara River and Falls in 1806). The state survey
also proposed that the landscape around Niagara be designed as a frame
within which the falls could be experienced in diverse ways. !°
< In 1886, after Olmsted had lobbied for the preservation of Niagara for
over twenty years, he and his partner Calvert Vaux were hired to prepare a
Pla.n for Niagara Reservation.'® Their report of 1887 analyzed the disap-
pomntment of first-time visitors to Niagara and identified two types of
sponse: the failure of the falls to meet expectations and the distraction
osed by the “objectionable artificial character” of the context.’” They con-

TR PN . 5 X o - d .
Traffic congestion at Yosemite, 1980, (Courtesy Carl Steinitz, Department of Lanascip
ra

Architecture, Graduate Schaol of Design, Harvard University)
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cluded that no improvement could “increase the astonishing qualities of
Niagara™'® and therefore focused on enclosing river and falls within a frame
of “natural scenery.” This required the removal of all “artificial” structures:
mills, other industrial buldings, and the «illuminating apparatus” used to
project red, white, and blue lights on the falls at night.'® In some areas they
proposed merely to remove walls along the riverbank and allow the river
“to take its course.”?” In others they planned to “hasten the process already
begun” by nature,2! thereby achieving more than the “unassisted processes
of nature.”? For example, they recommended that stone retaining walls
along the mainland shore be removed, the shoreline reshaped, and the old
stone reused to form low walls with pockets of soil and planted with “wil-
lows, rushes, ferns, irises, . . . and other water side plants of the region” so
that they looked just like the “natural, low, rocky shores of the neighboring
slands.”? Though Olmsted and Vaux were “far from thinking that all that
is required to accomplish the designed end is to ‘let Nature alone,” ” this
was the very impression they sought to create by their “unobtrusive” inter-
ventions.?*

Olmsted and Vaux designed paths and prospects—carriageways with
views, shoreline footpaths, and overlooks with railings to prevent crowds
from tumbling into the chasm. The plan choreographed the experience of
the visitors to accommodate their Jarge numbers (as many as en thousand
per day) and their diverse expectations and to prevent destruction of the
scenic qualities they came 10 <ee.5 Most visitors arrived by train in large
numbers: to disperse these crowds, picnic areas and other attractions were

rovided near the train station, with paths leading off toward the river and
the falls. Olmsted recognized that most visitors would be satisfied with 2
short walk to the falls and a brief view of the spectacle. For those who
preferred to contemplate the sublime scenery in solitude, there were foot-
paths along the river to more remote areas.

Olmsted’s plan of 1887 successfully accommodated tourists with diverse

values and expectations, but failed to address the fundamental conflict at
Niagara Falls in coming decades—the tension between scenic Jandmark and
source of power. By 1909 the view enclosed by the frame of natural scenery
so carcfully designed by Olmsted and Vaux was of “American Falls Running
Dry.”® (See the photograph on p. 164, showing only a trickle of water
flowing over the falls.) The conflict between sublime scenery and material
resources was not limited to Niagara.” The split in the conservation move-
ment—between those who would preserve sublime scenery and those who
supported managed use of the material resources it represented-—grew wider
and progressively more bitter through the twentieth century. Future recon-
structions of Niagara occurred against this changing cultural backdrop.
The conflict-between the consumption of the falls as symbolic scenery
and as a source of power has been addressed by one international board after
another and been the subject of multiple treaties between Canada and th
United States. The specific proposals of each successive board reveal th
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Also recommended that guidelines be set to prevent the “intrusion of . . .
towers . . . and commercial features whose appearance on the skyline will
result in an artificial encirclement that will overshadow and stifle the mag-
nificence of the Falls.”® By che 1970s it was not just Niagara Falls but
Olmsted’s plan that seemed worthy of preservation.

In some ways, the three sets of recommendations are remarkably similar.
All emphasize the falls’ visual appearance, referring to Niagara as a “specta-
cle,” and all advocate a frame of “natural” scenery. In his report Olmsted
carefully explained his ideas about the value of natural scenery and its bene-
fits to health, but the later reports cake this value as self-evident, leaving
their own assumptions unexamined. Why is the “natural” frame preferred
to the urban in 1929 and the 1970s? Note the perjorative implications of the
words “artificial” and “formal,” as opposed to “patural” scenery in the 1975
report. Why must the city be screened from view? Frank Lloyd Wright's
Fallingwater, one of the most powerful architectural images of the rwentieth
centuty, gains its appeal from the juxtaposition of building and waterfall.
Why not Niagara? There is evident in 1974 a fear that this would diminish
the falls, “overshadow” and “grifle” their “magnificence.”

The three groups differ in whether they propose to manipulate the falls as
opposed to the frame. Olmsted dismissed the idea that the falls themselves
could be altered; the 1920s board felt that the water flow above the falls
could and should be shaped to magnify the spectacle; the 1970s commission
acknowledged that the falls could be manipulated (and its board’s had done
s0), but recoiled from the act. Olmsted was working during a time when
sublime landscapes like those of Niagara and Yosemite werc seen as cre-
ations of God or nature; they could be framed but not constructed. The
board of 1926 was working when projects such as the Grand Coulee Dam
were being conceived as a progressive union of nature and culture, an

organic machine, a manufactured sublime. By the 1960s people had the-

failed promise of Grand Coulee and all those other dams in the backs of
their minds, along with the connections they represented to the develop-
ment of the atomic bomb and the excesses of industrial agriculture described
in Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.*® There was a sense of guilt over what
humans had wrought, as well as a notion that nature (not just the scenery)
was fragile and required human protection, that human actions could
“emasculate” the falls,*! Stll, it is curious that in 1974 the commission
deemed it all right to construct the frame, but not the falls; to alter the
amount of water flowing over the falls, but not move the rocks.

Niagara Falls is shaped by water flowing, rocks falling, and trees growing,
by artists and tourists, by journalists and landscape architects, by engineers
and workers who divert the water. Niagara is constructed through processes
of nonthuman nature, through water use and treaties, through paintings and
postcards, memory and myth. Even the most awesome Jandscapes are prod-
ucts of both nature and culture, and they change in predictable and unpre-
dictable ways in response to both. Olmsted employed the shaping capacity
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farmlands “on the river bottom chiefly to keep and fatten Jive stock with 2
view to manure,” and the remainder as forest.*® Thousands of acres of
scrubby, second-growth woodland and old fields were ultimately planted as
forest and managed for economic return and aesthetic enjoyment.*”

By January 1891 work was well under way, with white pines planted on
three hundred acres of old fields, nursery stock readied for the forest, and
gangs of workmen assembled to take out “the poor and dilapidated trees of
the existing woods. ™ A large nursery was established at Biltmore to supply
forest trees and shrubs in the quantity required and variety desired.* In
1891 the recently established nursery included about 100,000 trees and
bushes “of merchantable size” and about 500,000 seedlings and cuttings that
had been propagated there.*

Olmsted saw in Biltmore an opportunity to demonstrate the promise of
forestry techniques for the management of land used for recreation. Work-
ing with a private client, he hoped to avoid the frustrations and misunder-
standings he had met in public projects, such as Central Park, where public
protest chwarted his plans for landscape management. In Central Park,
Olmsted had planted trees thickly, with the intention of culling the weaker
trees later, and had introduced “purse” trees to shelter more tender species
intended ultimately to predominate. Years later, when workers cut the trees -
as planned, park visitors sometimes stood in front of the trees and tried “to
wrest the axe from the hand of the woodsman,”s? Olmsted and J. B. Har-
rison wrote “Observations on the Treatment of Public Plantations, More
Especially Related 1o the Use of the Axe” in 1889 to persuade the public
that landscape management includes the creative use of the ax as well as the
generative act of planting seeds. The chance to work with a single client
must have seemed a welcome relief and an opportunity to gain 2 powerful
patron for forestry. Olmsted encouraged Vanderbilt to become involved in
the management of his forestas a suitable, long-term, and “most interesting
rural occupation.”

At Biltmore, Olmsted nurtured the future development of American for-
estry in more ways than one. Gifford Pinchot, later the first director of the
U.S. Forest Service, visited Biltmore upon his return from studying forestry
in Europe and was soon employed to work on a management plan. Pinchot
Jater recalled his excitement: “Here was my chance, Biltmore could be made

to prove what America did not yet understand, that trees could be cut and -

the forest preserved at one and the same time.”>* Working under Olmsted at
Biltmore was Pinchot’s first job, which included an apprenticeship in public
relations, as well as in forestry. Among his first assignments was the prepa~.
ration of an exhibit and pamphlet on the project for the Chicago world’s fair
of 1893, which was sent to thousands of newspapers and prompted muc :
commentary.>® Pinchot continued to work at Biltmore after Olmsted’
retirement in 1893, but also took on other jobs as a consulting forester
His sucessor at Biltmore as resident forester, Alvin Schenck, established th
Biltmore Forest School in 1897, the first such school n America.”® By th
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22\,;0?1 ::lfat;iz vhes at tge core of some of the most bitter disputes of the
emvironmental me {re:le_n; urmfg the last century. They split the ideals of
e Porest Service I m tf cI){se of the National Park Service, the goals of the
orra Slub from th fzfeoof fesource? for the Future. They lie at the heart of
o Dann orests, from the wilds of Oregon to the streets
| OnT;ehe;tc:rzfgcr)etsi;(;Sc:z jr{wd};::}e _io_res.t”fpresler':red unless there is agreement
: r it is it for. Is it everyday habitat o
Ygiﬁf;dm;ﬁ;:i image ofr matetial resource? Is it for p);anzs, zmimaals,rosralcc)zzc—i
St Englih Sparrziess'm; orhpl?t1ve ozks or Norway m.aples; for spotted owls
il e Sparx dis;a (ir 1 ei‘s or hpunters, naturalists or lumbermen; for
o anooents or 44 un polliu ations? There arc many kinds of forests, and
o :5} nd po;: t E context of a 'part.icular place.”” Since an old-
e ond rit;r’ an (;rest of trees in city parks and streets are not
ot Ot Wp rities st ould inform their management.
as appropriate to apply the same methods of forest man-
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agement to trees in urban parks and to those in rural woodlands. He pub-
lished his pamphlet on forestry as applicd to Central Park in 1889 as he was
commencing work at Biltmore. Nearly a century later, the city forester of
Dayton, Ohio, found himself embroiled in a controversy much like the one
Olmsted encountered at Central Park, when he proposed a sustained man-
agement program for Dayton’s urban forest. The forester planned to harvest
diseased and dying street and park trees while they were still marketable,
using the proceeds to pay for the cost of removing and planting new trees.
The local Sierra Club and Audubon Society chapters opposed the program,
citing loss of wildlife habitat in rotten trunks and fallen trees and the desire
ro “let nature take her course.” They sued the city and won, forcing the
abandonment of the program.®* Preservation versus conservation—this, in
a nutshell, is the core dilemma of environmentalism.

"The powerful lesson of Biltmore is what human impulse can accomplish
given sufficient ume, with an eye to restoration and beauty, as well as to
utility. One hundred years ago there was no forest at Biltmore, just cut-
over woods and infertile fields. Now there is forest. Olmsted had the
designer’s faith that he could make something better, not woxse. Key to his
belief in himself was the ability to envision the future shape of the landscape,
to guide it over time, and to imagine human intervention as potentially ben-
eficial, not inevitably detrimental. He aimed to demonstrate how human
iatervention could make a forest more beautiful and more productive, pro-
vided one pursued long-term goals and a gradual return on investment,
rather than short-term gain and maximum profit.

Olmsted took a long-term view of landscape construction and develop-
ment. Unlike a building, a landscape s never “finished” after construction;
it grows and changes, season by season, year by year. The form of a land-
scape can be fundamentally changed through the way it is managed. As
design through time, landscape architecture often entails a succession of
designs, sometimes requiring the alteration or even the deliberate destruc-
tion of early phases through growth, succession, Of thinning, for example.
At Central Park, Olmsted had envisioned a design that had to be imple-
mented over several decades after the initial construction. And the forest at
Biltmore would mature well beyond his own lifetime; at the age of eighty-
eight he could say, “The entire undertaking looks to results that can be fully
realized only after many years, and, except to a botanist, its value lies in its
promises and experiments rather than its actualities. ™’

The Fens and the Riverway

IN OCTOBER 1893 OLMSTED WROTE TO HIS PARTNERS FROM BILTMORE,
warning them to turn down any business that would distract them from the
Boston work, especially the Riverway, and to follow that work carefully,
day by day: “The aims are novel, the conditions are novel. You cannot trust
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to usage.” The Boston works, he said, would be “polnts to date from in the
history of American landscape architecture, as much as Central Park. They
will be the openings of new chapters of the art.”®
Boston’s Fens and Riverway were built over nearly two decades (1880s—
1890s) as an urban «wilderness,” the first attempt anywhere, so far as {
know, to construct a wetland. These projects, built on the site of tidal flats
and floodplains fouled by sewage and industrial effluent, were designed to
purify water and protect adjacent land from flooding. They also incorpo-
rated an interceptor sewer, a parkway, and Boston’s first streetcar Jine;
together, they formed a landscape system designed to accommodate the
movement of people, the flow of water, and the removal of wastes. This
skeleton of park, road, sewer, and public transit structured the growing city
2nd its suburbs. The latter features were not part of the original park plan;
Olmsted persuaded the city engineer to approve the construction of a tidal
marsh instead of a concrete flood basin. He got the city to adopt 2 radical
expansion of the project’s scope and concept. ‘ :

Olmsted’s contemporaries knew full well that these parks were con-
structed, for they had seen and smelled the filthy, stinking, muddy mess the
Fens replaced; the recognition of the transformation was part of their social
meaning and aesthetic power. Today these works are admired, but are
widely assumed o be preserved bits of “pature” in the city, rather than
places that were designed and built, daring experiments of engineering, ecol-
ogy, landscape design, and city planning.

The Fens and the Riverway yielded new knowledge and techniques, but
not without trial and error. While Olmsted based his design upon a general
understanding of natural processes of water movement-—tides, currents, and
flooding—and plant growth and succession, gained from experience with

The Fens and Boston, ca. 1925. (Courtesy National Park Service, Fredericke Law Olmste

National Historic Site)
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106 / UN projects such as that at Niagara, he had no existing models to guide him.
Yet he undertook this risky experiment on a project that was in the public
spotlight. In collaboration with the city’s engineer, he worked out a plan
for the basin to receive rising floodwaters and a design for the tidal gate that
would enhance water circulation and regulate water exchange between the
Fens and the river.®! Olmsted engaged Charles Sprague Sargent, director of
the Arnold Arboretum, to advise him on plant selection and methods for
establishing the marsh. In the first phase, in 1883, more than 100,000
plants—grasses, flowers, shrubs, and vines—were planted in a space of two

~and a half acres.®? These included many species, both native and exotic, so
that if some died, others would survive. Some plants were also intended as
“nurses” to shelter more tender plants from sun and wind until they took
hold. Securing the plants and finding a contractor capable of this novel con-
struction proved difficult. Almost all the plants died before the end of the
“first year and had to be replaced. Furious and mortified, Olmsted wrote the
contractor, “The mere loss of so many plants is the smallest part of the
disaster. The whole plan is a wreck.”® The Fens were replanted, and within
ten years the marshy landscape looked as if it had always been there.

Not only the function but also the appearance of the Fens and Riverway
were revolutionary; up to this time, urban parks had been designed mainly
in the formal or pastoral styles.* Olmsted introduced this “wild” appear-
ance to bring the advantages of “natural scenery” found in places like
Yosemite to “those who cannot travel”:

1892. {Courtesy National Park Service, Frederick Law

Constructing the Riverway,
Obnsted National Historic Site)

Cities are now grown so great that hours are consumed in gaining the “coun-
try,” and, when the fields are reached, entrance is forbidden. Accordingly,
it becomes necessary to acquire, for the frec use and enjoyment of all, such
neighboring fields, woods, pond-sides, river-banks, valleys, or hills as may
present, or may be made to present, fine scenery of one type or another.%

The idea of constructing parks that imitated the appearance of the regional
landscape of forest, prairie, and floodplain was pursued later in the early-
twentieth-century work of Jens Jensen and the Prairie school. Superficially,
Jensen’s “Prairie River” in Chicago looked very similar to the Fens, but the
aims of the two projects, and the two men, were very different. Olmsted
imitated “natural scenery” because he believed that contact with such sce-
nery would improve human health. Jensen used native plants and imitated
the scenery of the region for political reasons. Jensen’s “Prairie River” and
ther projects were ideological works with a chauvinistic agenda where
native” plants and the local landscape were seen as superior to “foreign”
lants and places. In this they reflected contemporary ecological theories
f plant “communities” as embodying similarities to human communities
nd, by extension, as justifying certain human activities as “natural.”” It
Was the understanding of landscape processes applied to landscape restora-
nand human health, safety, and welfare that made the Fens and the Riv-

. . ) ol
The Riverway, 1920. (Conrtesy National Park Service, Frederick Law Otlmsted Nationa

Historic Site)
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erway so significant. Olmsted imitated the local landscape in the service of
these goals, and he often included hardy, exotic plants, along with native
species.®® Jensen emphasized visual appearance and the use of native plants;
there was no underlying function of reclamation, flood control, and health.
The fact that Jensen’s work and Olmsted’s resemble each other in visual
appearance has led many later designers to confuse and conflate the inten-
tions of these two quite dissimilar men. %

The Fens and the Riverway anticipated by nearly a century the introduc-
tion of “ecological” planning and design in landscape architecture in the
1960s, the recent appteciation of urban “wilds,” and the “new” field of land-
scape restoration. In the 1970s eight thousand acres of freshwater marsh in
Boston’s Charles River watershed were purchased by the U.S. government
t0 serve as “natural storage areas” for floodwaters. Heralding the project as
revolutionary, the authors of the plan were unaware of the more radical
precedent of the Fens, where wetlands were built, not preserved. Also in
the 1970s the Woodlands, a new community for 150,000 people near Hous-
ton, was planned around a «natural drainage system” of preserved and con-
structed streams and swales. In the 1960s landscaped drainage channels and
detention basins were built in Denver as parkland designed to prevent
floods.”

Why were Olmsted’s landmark achievements in the Fens and the Riv-
erway-——projects that should have been widely replicated models—first for-
gotten and then repeatedly reinvented? The answer lies mainly in the
cultural conception of nature and of city: on the one hand, their “natural”
appearance concealed their construction; on the other, the persistent mental
opposition of nature and city gradually eroded the memory of Olmsted’s
contribution. For several decades after Olmsted’s death, his successors con-
tinued to propose this type of project. Landscape architects like Frederick
Law Olmsted, Jr., and John Nolen were important figures in the develop-
ment of city planning as a “new” profession in the early 1900s. They served
as the first presidents of the American City Planning Institute, offered the
first course in city planning, and founded the first departments of city plan-
ning in American universities.”t By the 1950s, however, city planning was
emphasizing social and cconomic concerns over aesthetic and environmental
issues and was moving increasingly away from “physical” planning, to a
tocus on the formulation of policies.”

Disasters might have been avoided in other sections of Boston if projects
similar to the Fens and the Riverway had been implemented. In Roxbury
and Dorchester, for example, streams were buried in sewers and houses
built on low-lying land in the 1880s and 1890s. Most of these houses have
long since been abandoned and demolished, after leaky sewers saturated the
soil and owners failed to maintain the buildings. In some areas 90 percent of
the original floodplain is now vacant, open land once again, How paradoxi-
cal that people perceive these vacant lots on the floodplain as “unnatural”
and the landscapes of the Fens and the Riverway as “natural”! Olmsted’s
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faxamplfe has guided my own work on the reconstruction of these and other
inner-city landscapes in Boston and Philadelphia.” Boston’s combined sew-
ers overflow after rainstorms, making Olmsted’s concept as appropriate as
ever. Restored landscapes on low-lying vacant lands could be designed to
serve 3§dboth parks and StOTm-Water Storage areas, as the Fens and Riverway
gg(c)fél ; ats;rrlclI ltll;;:i gfrks in Denver now do, to prevent flooding and promote
And_the fate of the Fens itself? The Fens functioned as planned for only a
short time. In 1910, just fifteen years after construction, the Charles Ri\y:er
Dam was built, diminishing the importance of the Fens for flood control
Since the dam converted the Charles from a brackish into a freshwater river,
many of the p}ants died, and then the site was used as a convenient dumping:;
gz:r:ﬂtfﬁrr(:;rt a&d debris from subway excavations.”* The Fens of today
emblance to that of Olmsted. In the 1980s the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Management engaged consultants to prepare
a plan for the “preservation” of the Fens because of its importance I:1s a
h;stqnc landscape. A team of historians, preservationists, and landscape
archltects_proposed that the Fens be restored to their originai appearancI::
thus treating them like an ornamental object, used solely for strollin; 1ook:
ing, and thinking. The plan to preserve the Fens is a pale imitatﬁ;n that
tocks the meaning and misses the significance of the original. Its intended
function could have been restored: a place where floodwaters, flowing off
roofs and streets, course and pool, filling the basin, dropping t};eir silty load
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before entering the river, a place linked to the system of sewers that sustains
the health and safety of Boston’s citizens. The restoration could have
amended a sewer system that now poliutes the water it is meant to protect;
this would have been a restoration effort in the spirit of the original.

How could the planners miss such an obvious idea in this “age of ecol-
ogy”? What was the value the planners thought they were restoring—that
of the scenery? Their proposal demonstrates a fundamental misunder-
standing of the project’s significance: the comprehensive scope of its func-
tions, the dialogue between cultural and natural processes, the relevance for
present urban problems. Their failure to perceive this relevance is both
amazing and sobering. Our short individual and collective memories present
a major human conundrum. How can human communities manage land-
scape change that takes place over a hundred years or more, when people’s
perceptions and priorities change from generation tO generation, or even
from election to election? What one generation starts, another may overturn
or fail to finish. Humans may not have the right “attention span” to manage
environmental change, and this may be the species’s fatal flaw.”® Perhaps
this is the value of history—as an attempt 10 extend the time frame of our

memory beyond the human lifetime. The only problem is that history repre-

sents selective memory.

Reclaiming Olmsted, Reconstructing Nature

s laid waste by human improvidence or

In reclaiming and reoccupying land
_worker with nature in the reconstruction

malice . . . the task is to become aco

of the damaged fabric.
—George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature (1 864)

OLMSTED’S PROJECTS EMBODY THIS PRINCIPLE. THE MARSHES, MEADOWS,
d Niagara were built of

and forests he conceived in Boston, Biltmore, an
materials that were both given and worked: earth, rock, water, and plants

of the place; dredged mud, quarried stone, channeled water, and bred
plants. His landscapes were constructed by human imagination, human
labor, and processes of nonhuman nature. Olmsted’s drawn plans and on-
site adjustments guided the labor of others—dredging, grading, planting,
pruning, tending. He envisioned how the trees, shrubs, gras
that be caused to be planted would grow, beg
live, and die, and how water, flowing throug
would modify further the
Yosemite more indirectly through the influence of

and through the application,
work at Niagara. Olmsted’s values and ideas inspired ¢

ceived; but these were shaped
gender.

ses, and flowers
et and nurture other plants,
h the channels he molded,
shorelines he shaped. Olmsted shaped sites like
his writings on policy
after his death, of lessons learned from his
he landscapes he con-
in turn by the culture of his time, class, and
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failures, retaining those ideas that are seill relevant and. cilllsg_ardmgkoitshzfs ;3
relics. We may apply some of the principles upon whu}:] 1}31 wlori s based
but not imitate the work itself; employ and celebrate the p gsntci s
logical processes that connect human and nonhuman nalr,urc ;J.r o always
copy the outward appearance of‘ natur.al features, not aaw:;qlzsbe geﬁts onced,
the design. We may embrace his notion of environmenta hs for 2l
without adopting his belief that exposure to natural scenfery_wx 1 oﬁduct
morals. And we may embr{ace hfls h_1gb 1star}ci_sit£:: for professional ¢

ile rejecting his notion of professional priviicge. . .
wh(ljifr:s:]tzz rfpfesented a middl_e groundm—whick: erodie(j mdt}g'ftfv;fg%?;}:
century—between John Muir’s idea of nature as “tempic an . 1 ford Pin-
chot’s idea of nature as “workshop.” T?) Muir a w!ld;;rness like Xosemite
was sacred ground: “our holy Yosemite,” as he put it. Gdr-azlm% t Ifimhm
ows and cutting the trees was sacnlege—-;)lundermg parablsc. 0. ine ané
Yosemite’s water and timber were material resources to Z -Zorils'cr ed an/
used. Olmsted could reconcile reverence and use, _and he “1 this : rzoﬁ t
art. He could speak of the sacrec.l qualities of Yosemite, tl(wi.e hreYerei‘lhenzcene
it evoked, yet still condone cutting and planting trees an slnapmli‘g1 the Lik;
because he could envision future groves and gl:f\des 51::1 hsu m‘id.abet_
Olmsted, most designers believe that tllllelr v&;orfki?qll make the wor

east improve some small part or 1t .

tefF]E;ISSi; (t):; E:l‘t:cl:ognizeE:;he Fens and the Riverway as designed, as an arttif;ii,
deliberate reconstruction of landscapes laid waste by hl;lman Iciccup::.“:ior,1
blinds us to the possibility of such transformations elsew e;e. 1ft:()g ion
demands that renewal accompany use, that we not just atbarlll En those Ee ces
whose original appeal or value has .been.destroyf:d. thr&;}u% ; um;r;itl;ure i
also take responsibility for creating life-sustaining daY:tats. Failure ©
acknowledge the constructedness of Niagara Falls and Yosemi

their connection to landscapes where the human is more dominant. -

Acknowledging the role of human ideas and purposes in lconstrucit:lr;%i:;i;
landscapes forces us to clearly c9nfront the human va ufeshwe inevitaby
project upon such places. Demysnfylpg the construcicllon o zi es:omoms o
nary places celebrates the human ability to shape f ecxin and p
possibility of fostering similar qualities in ordinary lan lzca_\pesi. \ misteading
To deny the dynamic reality of the nonhuman world 1s a ds > misleading
and potentially destructive. Ra}n, rivers, mountains, trees, an lihem s
just figments of human imagination; they exist. We perceive them ony
through our own human senses, refer to them by names we g

. : o
them, and employ them to tell our own stories, but they also have an ex
el

X . , o
tence outside that which we grant them. Failure to appreciate the dy;:ax:rlllu,
autonomous role of nonhuman features and phenomena promotes the ! -
sion that humans can construct and control everything. Recognitl

prompts an understanding of human limitations, admits the possibility

i ings SO
unforeseen consequences, and recommends caution for _undertakmg .
large in scale that unanticipated consequences might spell disaster.
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All landscapes are constructed. Garden, forest, city, and wilderness are
shaped by rivers and rain, plants and animals, human hands and minds.
They are phenomena of nature and products of culture. There is always a
tension in Jandscape between the reality and autonomy of the nonhuman
and its cultural construction, between the human impulse to wonder at the
wild and the compulsion to use, manage, and control. Landscapes of city
and wilderness represent poles of a continuum in the history and intensity
of human intervention. Seen thus, they bracket a range of environments,
some destructive of life and some life-sustaining, some structured largely by
human habitation, some a reminder that the human is only one possibility

among many. For the world is not infinitely malleable; nature may be con-
structed, but it is not orly a construction.



