nne Whiston Spirn, ASLA, first be-

came interested in the landscape of

poverty when she was an associate

professor at Harvard's Graduare

School of Design. It was then, in the

mid-eighties, thar she began ro ana-

lyze the landscape parterns of some

of Boston's impoverished neighbor-

hoods, such as Roxbury and a com-

munity called Dudley Street. As she

looked at historical records, perused

land surveys, and traipsed through

the neighborhood doing empirical

research, Spim began to see connections between urban blight and
topography. Specifically, she began to see thar generally speaking the
poorest people were living in the lowest areas, while the financially
berter-off people inhabited the hills. Toa cerrain degree there was noth-
ing new in this; quick-witted observers since Dickens had made this
same connection. But what Spim saw, from the perspective of landscape
architecture, was that these lowlands, or botroms, were generally places
where rivers and streams once ran, but which, since the nineteench
century, had been buried in sewers. On the face of things they didn't
look like botroms ar all. There was no actual river thar the eye could
see, and if you disregarded the social

fabric, Dudley Street in the 1980s

looked like just another part of the
vast urban gnid spreading out from
downtown toward the suburbs to
the south and west. But Spim knew

that, for all the engineering might

that has converted the streambeds

into paved streets, water was warer
and stormwater was something
fiercer. She began asking questions.
Did the planning data thar showed

vacant land and ocher indicarors of

urban blighe correlate with the den-

o - dritic patterns of water over land? And if it did, what was the logic of cause and ef-

Afff?’ thirteen years, fece? How did a postindustrial “bottoms” reveal itself, and what did this mean for the
can f/?(’ WC’S!‘ Pﬁ!ladelpbza social and economic welfare of the people living there or, for that matter, the city asa

whole? Before Spirn could get much further in Boston, she was whisked away to the
Landsca pe Pro jIC’Ct bC“CO e Univessity of Pennsylvania to assume chairmanship of the landscape architecture de-
parement there, She brought with her these same questions. As it turned out, Penn
more ff{?d}z tbc sum proved a much more fertile ground for this type of research.
] The University of Pennsylvania is located in West Philadelphia, a shorr jog across
of its parts?
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Landscape Organism

(Comtinued from Page 71) natural to the his-
torical to the social to the entrepreneurial.

Spirn calls her work “acrion-based re-
search.” Unlike pro bono work or philan-
thropy, the Wese Philadelphia Landscape
Project takes as much as it gives. Every new
iteration is designed in some way either o
further Spirn’s own research or to educate
her scudents, and usually both. At the same
time, the work that they are doing has had
a remarkable effect on the landscape of
West Philadelphia. Besides the twenty new
gardens built earlier in the decade,
Sulzberger Middle School has been radical-
ly transformed. In the past few years the
work has become organismic as it spreads.
Several other schools have begun to use the
curriculum, adapring it to their own spe-
cific place.

Working with the residents in Mill
Creek, Spimn hopes to do the same thing:
educate a handful of people abour the way
their neighborhood is designed and has
evolved over time, and encourage them to
proselytize their neighbors. She expects
various results, from the most grassroots
street beautification effort to large-scale
buile works. As a landscape archirect, Spim
can't help but judge the program in those
terms. And she’s currently working on
a grant proposal to design and build a
nerwork of werland parks across West
Philadelphia that follows the course of Mill
Creek. These would rerain water on the
ground level, reduce the amount of water
running through the sewer, and hopefully
reduce combined sewer overflows in the
Schuylkill River.

But on a more philosophic level, she says,
the real success has been in opening people’s
minds—hers, her students’, and the people
of West Philadelphia—to the resources that
this place has o offer. On the ground level,
in the neighborhoods of West Philadelphia,
this will have the effect of creating what she
calls “social capital,” or a beliefamong resi-
dents that they can change their communi-
ty for the better. Measuring the progress of
such social eapital is difficule bur not im-
possible. Just take a walk through the local
middle schools or visit with neighborhood
residents at the communiry coalition. You
can see it in their enthusiasm. LA

For more information, visit the West
Philadelphia Landscape Project web site at
waine spenn.edulwplp.



