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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the Schuylkill River from downtown, or Center City, but a world away from the
thriving corporate canyons of Marker Screet, the upscale bistros and hip bars of Rit-
tenhouse Square, or the tourist-trekked environs of Independence Hall. Wich the ex-
ception of the small area around the university, the neighborhood experiences high
unemployment and violence, and drugs are still epidemic. But perhaps the most
startling statistic is the urban vacancy rate. Some neighborhoods have lost up to fifty
percent of their population over the past rwenty years, the result of “white flight” and
the migration of the black middle class to the suburbs. But Spim hates to rely on these
kinds of staristics and planning data alone, in part because they fail to fully grasp the
problem. As in Boston, Spirn was looking for the deeper landscape patterns under-
lying these statistics. She also bristles at the pervasive use of disembodied numbers
and abstract darta in planning, because they point narrowly ar a supposed “problem”
and fail to recognize that to begin to plan for a place like West Philadelphia one not
only has to understand the problems, one also has to understand the resources.

Spimn began the West Philadelphia Landscape Project (WPLP) in 1987 in parmership
with a philanthropic branch of the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society called Philadel-
phia Green. Philly Green had an interest in creating open space in poor neighborhoods,
both by designing and building small parks and by organizing community gardening
initiatives. Spirn wanted to create a service-learning program at Penn where graduare
students in the landscape architecture program would work with community groups
to design these parks and gardens, both as a way to ger experience in public practice—
from charrette to review to research and analysis—and as a way to do research and
analysis of the West Philadelphia landscape. Bur because the philanthropic institution
behind the project wanted to see tangible results quickly, Spirn and her students had
to eschew the traditional linear methodology—research, planning, and then design—
and adope a confusing, hectic, but eventually highly rewarding integrated process where
the students might find themselves one day designing or building a garden and the next
canvassing the neighborhood to gather data.

Opver four years the WPLP helped the citizens of West Philadelphia build almost two
dozen different community gardens. The largest and most successful of these was As-
pen Farms, located in the Mill Creek neighborhood. Here students and staff from
Philadelphia Green helped expand and formalize an existing garden. Besides investing
sweat equity, Spim and her students took many of the design problems back to Penn
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IF YOU DROPPED A BALL
bere, where would it roll?
Such questions about the Mill
Creek Valley, rop, were posed
to schoolkids to belp them
examine thetr surrounding
landscapes—ioo often victim
to urban blight, below—in
new ways. Opposite, a digital
map of the same area.
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and worked up solurions. For example, one year, in a studio Spirm
co-taught with Gary Smith, the students developed ideas for a cen-
tral gathering place in Aspen Farms. The design challenge was o
create a functional space that would give the garden a strong, vis-
ible identity, but at the same time would refrain from impinging
on the existing plots, each of which was individually maintained
by a sepamate gardener. The designs were submutted to the mem-
bers of the garden for judging. They picked a design by John
Widrick, which simply expanded a central path through the mid-
dle of the garden so thar all the plots were equally affected.

A major component of the studio was the experience of work-
ing with people from the communiry and learning how they use
and view their surroundings. Each student was required at the be-
ginning of the course to spend a weekend in a West Philadelphia

LRI
~asssissan
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home, which had a transformative effect on the students, many
of whom were white and from middle-class backgrounds. “You're
going into someone’s home and you see what is on the walls,” says
Spirn, “the diplomas, the pictures, the sayings; and suddenly you
have a much clearer picture of who these people are and where
they are coming from.”

In addition to this kind of expeniential research, Spim had her stu-
dents conduct more academic research, such as creating a damabase of
geographic information on the neighborhood. Work in the project
is primarily done by Spim and her research assistants, thirty-eight in
all since 1987 “Two of my courses are closely related to the project,”
Spim explains. “This provides benefits: Students have access w a
large dambase, the latest research, and community residents who
have been associated with the project. Bur a class is not a faculry re-
search project, and it is important to make clear a distinc-
tion berween the two. As a teacher, I design a problem and
coach students to define their objectives and devise their
own solurions....As an employer, I direct research assis-
antsand ask that they produce work in certain ways. Some-
times a student’s work in class makes a contribution to the
research project; in such cases, author and context are cited.”

In this case, the research assistants had to hit the streets
(census records were woefully poor), three to a car: one to
drive, one to direct, and one to scribble furious notes abour
vacant land, landscape condition, and housing types. Back
in the lab, the students assembled a vibrant colored map
of the neighborhood that began to tell a familiar story.
Much of the vacant land was lying in a dendritic patcern.
When the students did the historical research, they found
thar Mill Creek had once flowed through the area, bur in
the 1880s it had been contained in a lasge (cwenty feet in
diameter) brick sewer, which ran a similar course beneath
twenty feet of fill, finally emprying stormwater inco the
Schuylkill River south of Philadelphia.

The darabase thar resulted from this work was published
in reports in 1991 and on the Intemet in 1996 and made
available in the local library, bur besides giving the students
a fuller sense of the neighborhood, there was very litte of a
service element in the work. One of the goals Spim realized
she was striving for, pedagogically speaking, was to createa
learning bridge between the students and the residents, so
that the illuminaring information they were unearthing
wouldn't just sit inert in some office but could actually be
used to educate people in West Philadelphia about their
world. After the grant money dried up and Philadelphia
Green went its own way, Spim redirected the West Philadel-
phia Landscape Project to new vistas. For years Ira Harkavy,
the director of the Center for Community Partnerships, had
been badgering Spim to join a group of other academics
from the university who were doing community education.

ROW HOUSES IN THE MILL CREEK VALLEY bave
stccurnbed to subsidence, vop, with marny bomes suffermg

from water damage and cracked and tilting foundations

To link current conditions to the past, Spirn and ber young
students studsed old documents, mcludimg thes 18805 photo
of the Mill Creek sewer under construction, middle, and

a map of the kids’ nesghborbood, circa 1878, bottom.
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TANGIBLE RESULTS

from Spirn's project

So she contacred Harkavy and—sing his
“rg‘.ini'l;l[l(l" as a [()U(Il\ll)ﬂ(’. resource,

and inspiration—forged a relationship de nearly two dozen
with Sulzberger Middle School, locared
in the middle of West Philadelphia and,
as luck would have it, nght on the edge of
the Mill Creek sewer.

Since 1995 Spirn and her students
have been developing a teaching cur-
nculum for middle schoolers (grades six

through eight) that uses the original re-
search generated by the research assis-
tants and students. For example, within the realm of social studies,
the Penn students presented the middle schoolers with all the pri-
mary documents that they'd unearthed pertaining to the neigh-
borhood, things like mortgage records, old maps, old photographs,
and even hot-potato items like diagrams showing lending-redlined
districts. The kids consumed the material voraciously, Spirn says,
because it allowed them to see whar was most familiar in a new way
One of the most powerful pieces of informarion was the census
from 1880 that listed, by lot, the residents of the neighborhood and
their occuparions. From this the kids could see who had lived where

they did (different house, perhaps, but same lot) a hundred years
ago. The other things that interested them were the photog

and maps showing Mill Creek and the construction of the sewer,

which was worked into a lesson on urban ecology

Spirn brought her students into the school to work with a select

group of four enchusiastic teachers. While the reachers looked on,
the students from Penn used the materials from the landscape re-
search and asked leading questions of the younger students. For in-
stance, they would show a picture of the sewer being construcred

in the 1880s and an atlas of the neighborhood from the same time,

and lead the class throug

‘Can

progression of questions, suck

1 “Can you find Sulzberg-

vou find this sewer on the map?” and
er Midd :

he map?” and

picoure?

quires a definite power. Some of the lessc

scape oriented. For example, two years ag

A goal was to create a learning bridge
between students and residents.




urban studies class worked with the middle schoolers on a design
for a mini-golf course thar would reflect the landscape character and
history of the neighborhood. Then landscape architecture students
in the design studio worked on proposals for an outdoor “class-
room" situated on a vacant lot near the school and sunken in the
bottoms (stormwater played a major role in all the designs).

In many instances, the class material seeped out into other areas
of the school curriculum as well. The mini-golf park, for example,
was taken up by students in an entrepreneurship program who
learned to use spreadsheet software and produced a business plan for
actually getting the park built. The four teachers who became in-
volved in the program have gone on to implement it schoolwide so
that now almost all parts of the curmiculum use some of the rescarch
to engage the children in a process of “place-based” leaming. Un-
derlying it all is Mill Creek, and West Philadelphia at large. “You're
neve!

far from landscape,” says Spim

Perhaps it’s the curse of all effective

visionaries, bur after thirteen years
Spim is ready to embark on whar she’s
calling the third phase of the WPLP

agnd

bich st

One of the reasons she went into
Sulzberger Middle School was to begin

to change the way people saw their
neighborhood. You use the kids o ger
to the adults, she says, burt you also ralk

directly to the kids because they're open
to new ideas and the paradigms of their thinking are more mal-
leable. “Middle school is where dreams of youth and the reality of
adulthood collide,” says Spim. But she still wanted to get to the
adules, and she still wanted to get deeper into understanding the
m-;_ulli'x»rh(ul
The third phase began by working with several community lead-
ers in the Mill Creek section of West Philadelphia, people like Fran-
cis Walker, who founded the Mill Creek Coalition. Working with
this group as research associates, Spim has begun a process of com-
munity planning, beginning first with an intense investigation of the
neighborhood. Whar, specifically, she wanted to leamn was whether
there was truly a problem with subsidence in the neighborhood. In
their research the students had discovered that much of the vacant
land in the neighborhood had been the site of cave-ins at some point
over the last hundred years, as the fragile Mill Creek sewer gave way
below. (Some of these, such as the 1961 cave-in thar claimed a hun-
dred homes, were severe.) Spim had drawn some rentative connec-
tions between the cave-ins and the demographics, and it raised
questions about those buildings still standing and inhabired. Were
the residents of West Philadelphia living above

tume bomb that,

“You're never far from landscape,” says Spirn.
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with each rain, gradually worsened?
Together with a small group of resi-
dents, she decided 1o do a house-by-
house survey as a pilot study.

In some places it’s fairly clear
that West Philadelphia has a
water problem. On a casual drive
through the neighborhood, Spirn
pointed out several blocks where
the houses had sunk five feet or
more. At one, the residents were
parking their cars along an alley
thar ran behind the row of houses,
because each house's garage was now six feet below
grade. So Spirn and her researchers went door ro door
asking to look at people’s basements in order to geta

very detailed, behind-the-scenes understanding of the
problem and its extent. They found numerous wa-
ter-damaged houses with cracked and tilting foun-
darions. The problem was pervasive throughout the
floodplain. Bur whar surprised them was whar they
found in the upland areas, As a test case they chose
one block well above the floodplain to use as a base-

line against which to judge their dara, figuring there would be
liccle d.am.iyc- here. As szm tells che story, one homeowner was
overjoyed that the team had arrived. “I have lots of problems
with water,” he said as they entered. Down in the basement, Spirn
was astounded ar the humid, moldy conditions. On the floor-
boards of the first floor there was extensive rot. And then, as she
worked her way to the far end of the space, she spied something

ho would have known, ten years

THE RESEARCH TEAM

r (999

curious: a pipe sticking out of the
masonry, under which lay a pile of

soil. She asked the owner abour it

and he explained thar after every
rain he had to shovel the pile our
Then §

asked to see the backyard. There

pirn went UF‘S[J{.’S and

she saw that the drain spout from
the roof was emptying directly in-
to the basement. Even worse, the
way the yards were designed, most

of his neighbor’s warter was flow-

ing up against his house as well,
compounding the problem. The damage here was
just as bad as whar she had seen in the floodplain

frer chirteen years, the West Philadelphia Land-

scape Project has created a far-ranging body of
knowledge about a specific place. Whar it has
revealed at every step is that landscape is 2 product of
diverse forces. With this latest discovery, Spim points
to a web of complications that have conspired against
homeowners. Starting with “redlining” by banks in

the 1940s, which made home loans impossible, a pattern of de-
ferred maintenance was developed, which was then passed along to
inheritors of property in a vicious cycle of continued neglect. To
break that cycle, however, will require more than jusc a professor
pointing out an errant drain spout here or bad grading there, Spirm
believes that residents have to develop a way to see and understand
their neighborhood on every level. from the (Conrinued on Page 82)

ago, what driving around ip
lots would lead to?
1 was fortunate to work with Anne

Whiston Spimn for two years as a re-
search assistant and project coordina-
tor during the first phase of the
West Philadelphia Landscape
Project (WPLP). This work was
my first venture into landscape

and ity design,
and would subsequently shape my
own career path.

Looking back on my experi-

ences in the project (especially
through my own attempts to

pects of this project
to Baltimore, where | now live), |

way, the community design pro-
jects that my students at Morgan
State and | undertake carry on
the lessons that | learned ten

realize that it was more than a re-

search project; it was a different way

of p
The WPLP fi d on g a

cticing land: =

great deal about a single geographic
area. It emphasized the sharing of infor-
mation that linked top-down and bot-

These lessons are not easily trans-
ferrable. The WPLP is very idiosyncrat-
ic, determined by its place as much as

years ago. Perhaps this is just another
phase of the project.

Mark C: ASLA, is of
the Graduate Program in Landscape Ar-
chitecture at Morgan State University
in Battimore.
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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.
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