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nne Whiston Spim, ASLA, first be­
~ inttfeSted in the landscape of
po~ny when she was an associate
professot at Harvard's Graduate
School of Design. h was then, in the
mid~ighties, that she ~gan ro ana­
lyze the Ianciscape' patterns of some
of Bosron's impoo.~shed neighbor­
hoods, such as Roxbury and a com­
munity called Dudie)' Sum:. As she
lookro at hisroria.I records. perused
land SUf',~, and traipsed through
the ooghborhood doing empirical

reseuch, Spim began to s« COOl'l«tions bmIoun urban blight and
topogtaphy. Specifically. she began ro S« that gmmJly sptaking the
poorest: peopk Vl'ere living in the m'eSt areas, while the fillilllCia.lly
brner-offpms* in1Dblted the hills.. To a cm:ain drg~ there Vl'aS n0th­
ing nr:w in this; quick.witttd obsm-en siner 0lCkms had made- dUs
sameconncction. But ",1m Spim saw, from theperspecti\~oflandsape

an:hit~, \\'as that: these Iowlands,orboooms, ..~~yplaces
Vl-here' ri\-etS and SettamS~ ran, but whKh. siner the ninet«llrn
cmrury, had been buried in S"i'ers. On the face of things they didn't
look~ I:xxroms at all. There Vl'as no amaal ri\'ef mat the e>~ roukl

s«,and if)'OU d.isttgatdtd the social
fabric, Dudle>' Street in the 1980s
100kcd like JUSt anochet- put of the
\'3St urban grid spreading OUt from
downtown toward thle suburbs to

the south and west. But Spim knew
that, for aU the engineering might
that has convened the streambeds
imo paved streets, water was water
and stormwater was something
fiercer. She ~gan asking questions.
Did the planning data that showed
vacant land and orner indicarors of
urban blight correlate with the den­

dritic patterns of water over lar"P And if it did, whar was the logic of cause and ef­
fect? How did a postindustrial wboc:roms" reveal itself, and what did this mean for the
social and economic welfareof the people living thereOf, for that matter, the city as a
whole? Before Spim couJd get much further in Boston, she was whisked away to the
University ofPennsylvania to assume chairmanship ofthe landscape architectUre de.­
panmenr there. She: brought with her these same questions. As it turned OUt, Penn
proved a much more fertile ground for this type of research.

1be University of Pennsylvania is located In West Philadelphia, a shan jog across
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A/ter thirteen years,
can the West Philadelphia
Landscape Project become

more than the sum
a/its parts?
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In some places It'S fairly c1tar
thar West Philadelphia has a
"''';lrer problem. On a C2Sl/.al dri,-e
mrough the neighborhood. Spiro
poimed OUt ~·eral blocks where
rhe houses had sunk five feet or
more. At one. rhe residents were
parking their cars along an alley
that ran behind the row of houses,
because each house's garage was now six feet below
grade. So Spiro and her researchers ...:em door todoor
asking to look at people's basements in order to get a
''er)'detailed.behind·~understandingofdl('
problem and itS extent. They fOund numerous wa­
ter-dama,ged houses wim cracked and tilting f0un.­
dations. 1be problem was pet"'aSi"e throughout the
floodplain. But whar .surprism them was ",·har thry
fOund in the upland areas. As a test: case they chose
one block well a!:xn-e rhe floodplain to use as a base­
line against which to Jooge their dara. figuring t!lere would be
linledamage here. As Spiro tells the Story. one homoownerwas
o,-erjoyed dlat the team had arrived. HI ha,·e lotS of problems
with wat('f.H hesaid as they emerro. Down in tlx-basemem.Spim
was astounded at the humid, moldy conditions. On the floor­
boards of the first floor there was extensive rot, And then,as w
.....orked her way ro the far end. of the space. she spied something

curious; a pipe sticking OUt of the
masonry. undn which lay a pile of
soil. She asked the owner about it
and he explained that after~
rain he had co shoI.-eI the pile OUt.

Then Spirn wem upstairs and
asked to .see the backyard. Thtte
she saw thar the drain spout from
the roofwas emptying ditt'cdy in­
to the basement. E,-en wOtV, the
way rhe yards were designed. most
of hiS neighbor's w:1[er was flow­
ing up against his house as well,

compounding tilt" problem. The clamage hert' was
just as bad as what she had seen in me floodplain.

Ni.
thirtem)'CUS, the \'(lcsr Philaddphia uoo.

scape Project: has creared a &r-ranging body cA
cledge about a specific pbre. What It has

f'e\~ ou: ~'a)' step is that landscape is ;l. product cA
di,,~ l'i:xas. Wim this brest ~'a)', Spim pointS
toa webcLnwnplications that Rl\"tcoospim::! against

homcowness. Scuring wim -rcd.lining- by banks in
the 1940s......hich made home loms impossibk, a putem cA de­
ferred maintenanct' was <bdoped, which ....-as then passed along to
inheritOtS r:A property in a vicioos cycle r:A colltlnued neglecr, To
break mat cycle. however, will require more than just a prokssor
pointing OUt an errant drain spout ht're (If" bad grading there. Spim
believes mat residents ha,"t to develop a way to see and understand
theirneigtixlrhood Ollt"'er)' Ie\od, &om the (Cominllt'd 0/1 Pagt 82)

ho would UYe knoWn. ten yeatS

ago. whM dftvInC MOUnd vM:ant

lots would lead to?

I was fortunate to work wtttl AtIne

Whiston Splm fof two yeMS as • r.
search .....tent and protect coordlna­

to.- durlna: the flrat ph-. of the

West Phlladelphl. Landsc.pe

Project (WPlP). This work w..

my ftost vent....re Into Iandsc.pe ar·

chltect....re and comm&lf1lty detN&n.
and woukl .....~uentJy shape my

ownc.-pMh.

L.ookJnC back on my .xpert­
ences in the project (especially

thrcMCh my own .t1empb to

tl'8nSla'te aspects of this project

to~•• where I now 11v.). I

r.~ th.t It was~. than a r.
search projoect; It w... different way

of pract.lclna: landsc.pe archltect....r••

The WPlP focuMd on knowln. a
ereat deal .bout a slnlPe lleoertllphlc
ar.a. It emphallWtd the sharing of Infor­

mation th.t linked top-down and bot·

tom-up~.It created~­

nershlps between mtltutions. c0mmu­

nities. teachers. and students. Finally.

It 1o'1oWed a methodoIoCY th.t alkiWed

new discoveries and failed profects to

enrk:h Its o ....raIl vision. WOfkIna: on the

WPL.Pex~my kIe-. about the

rokl of the landacape architect .. _II

as the rol. of landacape .rchltect....r.

education.

These lessons are not easily tran.

ferrabl•• Th. WPlP Is very Idlosyncr.t­

Ic. determined by Its place as much ••

by the drMna; fofce of Anne spm.

Strong partners like PhIladetphla Gr_

and the Center fofC~ Partner­

....Ips are not a1W~ present In other

venues. AddItionally. the ec-mc. _

clal, and educational problema that

face W_t Philadelphia (and. "ml­

I.rly. Baltimore) c.n be over­

whelmlne .nd c.n make. few

community prclena seem unlm­.........
Baltl~ Is not West Pfliladel­

pIl\a. and I flm no Anne SpIm.

However. I feel that. In til amatl

way. thec~desI&n pro­

joect.a that my .tudents at~

Stat. and I ....ndertak. caorry on

the Ies.aona that I learned ten

years -eo_ Pem-ps ttl.... Just anothet"

ph.... of the proJect.

Marie Camet'On. ASLA. Is coordlnatOf" of

the Graduate Proffram In Landscape A,..

chltecture at MoqfIJn St.te Unlve"tty

In Baltimore.
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Landscape Organism
(ContinNfdfrom Page 71) natural to the his­
torical to the social to the entrepreneurial.

Spiro calls her work Maaion_based reo
search:' Unlike pro bono work: or philan­
thropy, the West Philadelphia Landscape
Protect rakes as much as it gives. Every new
iteration is designed in some way either to

further Spim's own research or to educate
hersrudenrs. arxl usually boch. Ar the same
time, rhe work that they are doing has had
a remarkable effecr on the landscape of
West Philadelphia. Besides the rwemy new
gardens built earlier in the decade,
Sulzberger Middle School has been rndical·
Iy uansfonned. In the past few years the
work has become organismic as it spreads.
Several orherschools ha\'e begun to use the
curriculum, adapting it to their own spe­
cific place.

Working with the residents in Mill
Creek, Spim hopes to do the same thing:
educate a handful of people about the way
their neighborhood is designed and has
evolved over time, arxl encourage them to

proselytize their neighbors. She expects
various resultS, from the most grassrootS
street beautification effort ro large-scale
built works. As a landscapearchitecr, Spiro
can't help but judge rhe program in rhose
terms. And she's currently working on
a gram proposal to design and build a
network of wedand parks across West
Philadelphia that follows thecourse ofMill
Creek. These would retain water on the
ground level, reduce the- amoum of water
running through the sewer, and hopefully
reduce combined sewer overflows in the
Schuylkill Rh'ef.

But on a more philosophic level, she says,
the real success has been in opening people's
minds--hers, her srudentS', arxl the people
ofWesr Philadelphia-ro the~ that
this place has to offer. On the ground level,
in the neighborhoodsofWesr Philadelphia,
this will have the effect ofcreating what she
calls "social capital,~ or a beliefamong resi­
dents mar rheycan change theirrommuni­
ty for the better. Measuring the progress of
such social capital is difficult but !lOt im­
possible. JUSt rake a walk rhrough the local
middle schools or visit with neighborhood
rtSidentS at the community coalition. You
can see it in rheir enthusiasm. LA

For more information, visit the WeSt
Philadelphia Landscape Pro)ect website at
u'U/u:l/pn/n.tdJJu-pip.


