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Boston might be like if a similar requirement
were implemented, and countless rooftops
were transformed into gardens with retention
pools. Some might look like the Oakland Art
Museum, whose rooftop gardens function as
a park. 12

Outside downtown, there is more space
to detain storm-water runoff, especially in in­
ner-city neighborhoods where vacant land is
concentrated in former floodplains, bogs,
and marshes that were sewered and filled in
the nineteenth century. Such places are well
suited to projects combining storm-water de­
tention and recreation. There are large vacant
areas in sections of Dorchester and Roxbury,
especially in the Dudley neighborhood where
a stream that once marked the boundary be­
tween the two towns now flows in an under­
ground sewer. Dudley is one of Sam Bass
Warner's nineteenth-century "streetcar sub­
urbs," where public investment in streets and
sewers facilitated development by private
real estate speculators and builders. 1J The
Dudley neighborhood, fully built with homes
and businesses by the end of the nineteenth
century, is now 30 percent vacant. This sta­
tistic is misleading, however, for it conceals a
striking pattern: 90 percent of the land within
the original floodplain is vacant, with only a
few, scattered vacant lots on higher ground.
Floodplains and low marshy areas, now va­
cant, were the last spots developed. They
were less favorable locations environmen­
tally, and the houses built on them-many as
rental properties for multiple families rather
than homes owned and inhabited by a single
family-were undoubtedly plagued by wet
basements. Some of these properties were al­
ready vacant by the early twentieth century,
many by the end of the Depression, and most
by the 1960s. 14 Although poor drainage
probably played an important early role in
abandonment, by the 1950s policies like
redlining made it difficult to obtain mort­
gages and home improvement loans in inner-

city neighborhoods like Dudley at a time
when federal subsidies for highway construc­
tion and mortgages on new suburban homes
made suburbs widely accessible and afford­
able. 1S Yet common wisdom among Bostoni­
ans who live outside these neighborhoods
holds that the vacant land was the product of
civil unrest in the 1960s, that buildings were
burned down by rioters, leaving widespread
vacancies. This misconception has unfortu­
nare results, for it places blame on the victims
of abandonment rather than the perpetra­
tors, on riots rather than poor drainage,
shoddy, ill-considered development, long­
term neglect, and federal policies that favored
suburban development and hindered inner­
city investment}6

Dudley is not unusual. The same constel­
lation of contributing factors is found in in­
ner-city neighborhoods throughout Boston
and other American cities. 17 Land was origi­
nally developed, at considerable public ex­
pense, without regard for unhealthy or haz­
ardous environmental conditions that
contributed to later abandonment. The mis­
take is being repeated, at great public cost, as
public housing, schools, and subsidized
homes for families with low incomes are once
again built on abandoned, poorly drained
land. There are plans to build homes for low­
income families on some of the low-lying
tracts in the Dudley neighborhood; such
plans are well-meaning, but ill-conceived, for
maintenance will cost considerably more
than in better-drained locations. As neigh­
borhoods like Dudley are rebuilt and repop­
ulated, much of the land now vacant will be
built on once again. Some lands, however,
should remain open, and now is the time to
identify them. Thousands of vacant house
lots in Boston are tax-delinquent, the owners
absent, many unknown and unaccountable
for the condition of their property. The city
should decide now which vacant land to ac­
quire. The open floodplain offers an oppor-

tunity to detain storm water and provide a
linear park for the neighborhood. Reclama­
tion of this common ground could help form
a framework for future residential and
commercial development to benefit current
residents while also contributing to the recla­
mation of the larger region. And the con­
struction and maintenance of these projects
could provide jobs for residents of these in­
ner-city neighborhoods. The cost of this pub­
lic open space could be borne by funds for re­
gional metropolitan flood control and
sewage treatment. 18

Funds for maintaining public parks are
usually among the first to be cut in times of
financial crisis. In the 1980s, faced with the
destruction of parks and playgrounds with­
in a few years of construction and with de­
clining funds for maintenance, Boston's
Neighborhood Development and Employ­
ment Agency (NDEA) launched an experi­
mental program in 1983. The Grassroots
Program supported neighborhood-initiated
projects to convert vacant lots into various
types of open space. Funded projects were se­
lected from proposals made by neighborhood
organizations and included playgrounds,
community gardens, sitting areas, and mead­
ows of wildflowers and clover. Boston Urban
Gardeners, a nonprofit organization, helped
local groups prepare proposals. Since loca­
tion, use, design, construction management,
and maintenance were all the responsibility
of the organization making the proposal, the
projects were typically small in scale. The re­
sult was a transformation of vacant lots into
attractive community open space-play­
grounds, sitting areas, and community gar­
dens-that met the needs of local residents.
The projects afforded people the opportunity
to shape the place they live, to give form to
common needs and shared aspirations, to
share and care for common ground}9

Cooper's Place is a community garden
built in 1984 as part of the Grassroots Pro-

gram. Cooper's Place, with its flower garden
open to visitors and plots for individual gar­
deners, has become a neighborhood land­
mark. It was sponsored by the Roxbury Ac­
tion Program, Boston Urban Gardeners, and
the Highland Park 400, a local senior-citi­
zens' group. The land was purchased by the
Boston Natural Areas Fund, the garden de­
signed by my students at the Harvard Grad­
uate School of Design and constructed by
unemployed youth enrolled in a four-month
program in landscape construction and main­
tenance at Roxbury Community College.
Several years after the garden was con­
structed, vacant buildings next door and
across the street were renovated and occu­
pied. Community landscape projects have
had a similar impact in other neighborhoods,
including Dudley. A few were part of the
NDEA's Grassroots Program, but most were
sponsored privately by Boston Urban Gar­
deners, supported by donations, grants from
private foundations, and the vision and en­
ergy of neighborhood residents. The most
successful recent contributions to the public
realm of Boston's inner-city neighborhoods
have been local projects achieved, for the
most part, by private initiatives.

Small-scale, resident-initiated projects,
appropriate at the scale of a neighborhood,
are nor the answer to improving the public
realm downtown. The challenge there is to
match the interests of private developers with
the needs and desires of those people who
live, work, and visit downtown.2o Recently,
major private development has, for the most
part, overshadowed and outstripped public
investment in its impact on the shape of the
city. Many of the decisions that affect the
public realm so profoundly are made outside
the public forum. In this flood of private proj­
ects and with a paucity of major public
works, proponents of the public realm are
cast in a defensive, negative posture. Their
role is restricted to environmental-impact
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statements and public hearings, to reviews of
designs after they are complete, at the point
where alterations, even minor ones, are ex­
tremely costly. The result is frustration in
both camps, among developers who are tak­
ing financial risks and among the public who
must live with the product. Boston needs a
clearly articulated vision for its public realm,
a serting within which privately financed im­
provements can make their contribution, a
vision against which citizens can measure
proposals and results.

It is paradoxical that Bostonians are not
creating for the future what many value from
the past. Historic districts like Back Bay were
achieved through the construction of the
public realm as a framework for private de­
velopment, not through fragmented assembly
of private projects, with the city trying to
make the best of leftover space for the public
realm. Contrast the nineteenth century's
achievements in the public realm, for exam­
ple, with the results of the past two decades
of development, both private and public, in
the Back Bay along Boyleston Street and Cop­
ley Square. Commercial developments like
Prudential Center and Copley Place exploit
nostalgic symbols of the nineteenth century's
public realm in their interior spaces and tum
their backs to the street. Copley Place is a lux­
urious shopping mall with interior spaces
arranged like streets; it even has a "town
square" with trees, flowers, park benches,
and a white bandstand as a setting for a
restaurant. Such symbols of a gracious pub­
lic realm are limited to the interior. Copley
Place offers no such amenities to the public
realm immediately outside its walls; the side­
walks alongside are very narrow, uniformed
guards stand inside the entrance, and the
complex turns its back (loading docks and
garbage dumpsters) to the residential neigh­
borhood behind. The 1960s addition to the
public library is also fortresslike and forbid­
ding. ]n contrast, the old library next door

makes a generous addition to the public space
of sidewalk and street along Boylston; the
base of the building forms a bench, well-used
on a sunny day, full of people sitting, waiting
for a bus, watching passersby. The juxtaposi­
tion of these buildings highlights the differ­
ence between the regard that Bostonians of
the late nineteenth century had for the public
realm and that of their late-twentieth-century
counterparts.

There is no vision now for the public
realm of Boylston, a street with its source at
the Common, its terminus at the Fens; no
wonder the developers of Prudential Center
and Copley Place chose to focus inward. Why
is there no vision for the marvelous street that
Boylston could be? It is an active commercial
street with all the ingredients for lively suc­
cess, a street experiencing pressure for large
investment of private capital. Boston is not
New York and Boylston Street is not Fifth Av­
enue, but with a new vision for Boylston
Street, why couldn't a new Prudential Center
(slated for renovation in the near future) of­
fer some of the same amenities that Rocke­
feller Center in New York gives to the public
realm of Fifth Avenue? This might be difficult
to achieve, but then so were the projects of
the last century that Bostonians admire and
take so much for granted.21

Boston's Public Realm:
A Hard- Won Legacy

The historic urban fabric of Boston is distin­
guished not just by the quality of individual
buildings, but of entire streets, parks, and dis­
tricts. For many Americans, these have come
to stand as models to be emulated. The Back
Bay-framed by the Common and Public
Gardens, the Esplanade, and the Fens--is one
such district. Many of its prized features are
the direct result of solutions to nineteenth­
century Boston's environmental and social
problems: the need to clean up the foul wa-

ters of the Back Bay tidal flats and to prevent
the flooding of Stony Brook and Muddy
River; the need for more land to accommo­
date the city's growth; the need for efficient
transportation between the old center and
growing, outlying towns; and the demand for
"breathing spaces" within the city and for ac­
cess to rural landscapes.

The Back Bay and the Emerald Necklace
are two of the most spectacular examples of
Victorian urban design in America. Frederick
Law Olmsted considered the Fens and the
Riverway among the most important projects
of his entire career. ]n their time they served
as landmarks for the nation. They remain
outstanding examples of collective vision and
sustained public energy. But they were not
the product of a single genius; they incorpo­
rated the ideas of many individuals, their
form forged through public dialogue, evolv­
ing over decades.

One hundred and eighty years ago,
Boston was still a peninsula and the Back Bay
was a marsh where high tide lapped at the
western edge of the Common.]n 1821 a dam
was built across the bay to harness the tides
to drive mills, but the dam converted the
basin, in the words of one critic, into "an
empty mud-basin, reeking with filth, abhor­
rent to the smell, and disgusting to the eye."22

The Back Bay residential district was a proj­
ect conceived to provide more building space
to accommodate a growing population and
eliminate a hazard to public health. Filling the
Back Bay was a monumental public under­
taking, spanning several decades: "Landfill
progressed at the rate of almost two house
lots per day, a train of thirty-five loaded
gravel cars arriving in the Back Bay on the av­
erage of one an hour, night and day, six days
a week for almost forty years."23

The Back Bay is a human creation forged
by the need for new building space and
guided by a vision of what a healthy, attrac­
tive, urbane neighborhood should be. The

public realm as we know it today was estab­
lished first as the frame: the Public Garden
served as the base for the new district and
streets were laid out with Commonwealth
Avenue planted as a tree-lined mall. This se­
quence--public investment in an attractive
and coherent infrastructure, followed by pri­
vate investment-is clearly visible in an aer­
ial view of Boston in 1870.

As the new Back Bay residential district
neared completion in 1871, the Roxbury tidal
flats at its western end were still "the filthiest
marsh and mudflats to be found anywhere ...
a body of water so foul that even clams and
eels cannot live in it, and that no one will go
within a mile of in summertime unless from
necessity, so great is the stench."Z4 The sew­
ers of Roxbury emptied onto these mudflats,
and sewage was carried back into the low-ly­
ing streets of lower Roxbury during floods.
This nuisance was transformed into a new
park called the Fens, designed as an amenity
and a basin to store floodwater. Over the next
two decades, the Fens was extended into a
linked system of parks and parkways up the
Muddy River, to Jamaica Pond, the Arbore­
tum, and Franklin Park. This was the nation's
first metropolitan-scale park system. It linked
the new neighborhood of Back Bay to the cen­
ter of Boston and to the outlying suburbs and
countryside.

Designs for the Back Bay and the Emer­
ald Necklace were not produced overnight,
nor did they spring from the mind of a single
visionary. Many proposals were made for the
layout of the Public Gardens, Back Bay, the
Fens, and for Boston at large, from Robert
Gourlay's "General Plan for Enlarging and
Improving the City of Boston (1844) to
Charles Eliot's proposal for a metropolitan
park system (1893). These were among
Boston's first city plans, produced by profes­
sional designers and planners and by private
citizens with no design training, presented in
published pamphlets, public speeches, and
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the press. A lawyer named Uriel Crocker, for
example, proposed a linear park system of
streams, ponds, and hilltops with a continu­
ous parkway between the Charles River and
Chestnut Hill Reservoir in 1869. That same
year, Robert Morris Copeland, a landscape
architect, proposed a metropolitan park sys­
tem linked by parkways one hundred feet
wide and a metropolitan park commission to
implement and manage the parks. Several
years later, in 1872, Copeland published
"The Most Beautiful City in America: Essay
and Plan for the Improvement of the City of
Boston," a pamphlet outlining how Boston's
natural resources might be exploited to meet
its economic needs. Copeland's plan featured
a new, integrated public infrastructure of
open space and sewer and transportation.sys­
tems designed to shape the future growth of
the city. As part of this plan, he proposed a
park along a stream on the Roxbury-Dorch­
ester border-the very same area in the Dud­
ley Street neighborhood discussed earlier.
That floodplain, open land in Copeland's
day, was later built on and is now open again.
After Copeland's death in 1874, his associate
Ernest Bowditch proposed a plan based on
Copeland's ideas, which included a linear
park following the upper valley of Muddy
River as a link between Back Bay and Ja­
maica Pond and a system of rural parks
to protect the metropolitan water supply.
These preceded Olmsted's proposal for the
Riverway by six years and Eliot's proposal
for a metropolitan park system by nearly
twenty years. The future shape of Boston was
the subject of continuing debate through­
out the last half of the nineteenth century.
Though not implemented, the visions of
Gourlay, Crocker, Copeland, Bowditch, and
dozens of others influenced the course Boston
took.25

In 1875, the city of Boston passed the
Park Act, which established a municipal park
commission empowered to prepare a city

plan and to take land within city limits. The
park commissioners' first action was to ad­
vertise for "civil and landscape engineers"
and interested citizens to present their views
at a public hearing. The majority of those
who presented their ideas to the commission
were private citizens, many of them petition­
ing for parks in their own neighborhoods,
and property owners who wished to sell land
to the city. In the summer of 1876 the com­
mission published a plan of proposed parks
and parkways for the city of Boston, which
was distributed and read widely. A public
meeting was held in June of 1876 in Fanuiel
Hall to endorse the plan: its organizers called
it "Parks for the People."

The first project to be implemented was
the Back Bay Park. The City Council voted an
appropriation for the purchase of one hun­
dred acres of land in the middle of mudflats,
and the commissioners hired Olmsted to pre­
pare a design. The result was a landmark in
city planning and environmental design. A
large, masonry storm-water basin had long
been part of the city's plan for the Back Bay
Park. Olmsted felt that a masonry storage
basin big enough to hold floodwaters from
Muddy River and Stony Brook would be ex­
cessively ugly and expensive. Instead he de­
signed the entire park as a flood storage basin
with gently sloping banks covered by marsh
grasses and other plants that could tolerate
changing water levels. The resulting design
was revolutionary, a synthesis of environ­
mental engineering and aesthetics.

By 1881 the Fens was under construc­
tion. Tidal flats were scooped out by a
dredger, then graded and planted. Olmsted
intended the Fens to look like a natural salt
marsh around which the city had happened
to grow. Never before had anyone attempted
to create a salt marsh. The planting design re­
quired considerable research and a good deal
of professional courage. In fact, the first
phase of the Fens to be planted was a disas-

ter: most of the plants died, and Olmsted was
forced to reconsider the original selection and
placement of plants. But within ten years the
Fens looked like a landscape that had always
been there. In 1881 Olmsted proposed to
continue the park up the Muddy River valley.
At that time the city's plans for parks and for
sewers were separate. The city proposed to
connect Back Bay Park to Parker Hill and to
convey the waters of Muddy River to the
Charles in a straight, masonry conduit, sev­
eral miles in length. Olmsted proposed in­
stead that the two projects be combined and
that the linear park serve as a storm drainage
system. Olmsted was critical of the city's
plan, which he maintained would be very
costly and therefore delayed many years:
"Meantime ... the Muddy River valley will
be very dirty, unhealthy, and squalid. No one
will want to live in the neighborhood of it.
Property will have little value and there will
grow up near the best ... district of the city
... an unhealthy and pestilential neighbor­
hood."26 The final proposal incorporated
sewer improvements, a park, a roadway con­
necting the center of the city to the outskirts,
and a streetcar line.

The current alignment and shape of the
Riverway are the nineteenth century's artifi­
cial creation. The banks of the river were re­
graded, lined with walkways, crossed by
bridges for pedestrians and vehicles, and land­
scaped to form the Riverway as we know it to­
day. Sanitary sewage was intercepted by a new
underground sewer and diverted to the
Charles, while the Riverway was designed to
accommodate the normal stream flow and
floodwater of the Muddy River, as well as
runoff from adjacent areas. Like the Fens,
within a few decades of construction the
Riverway had the appearance of a natural
floodplain. Depressed below street level, with
steep, wooded banks between the roadway
above and the path below, it is still a retreat in
the middle of modern Boston.

Olmsted described the integrated pur­
poses of the Fens and the Riverway in his re­
port to the park commissioners in 1881. The
primary purpose was the abatement of a haz­
ard to public health. In solving this problem
he sought to "thriftily turn to account" those
essential improvements to provide other
benefits as well: improved transportation be­
tween adjoining districts; an attractive frame­
work that would encourage private invest­
ment, thereby increasing the city's tax base;
and finally, the enhancement of natural fea­
tures to provide a variety of scenery. Putting
these multiple purposes into perspective, he
concluded that "the continued application of
the term park to an undertaking of the char­
acter thus indicated tends to perpetuate an
unfortunate delusion, and to invite unjust ex­
pectations and criticisms."27

What are the lessons that can be drawn
from the story of these civic improvements one
hundred years ago? Consider Olmsted's de­
sign for the Fens and the Riverway. Originally
proposed by the city as parks, they were re­
fashioned by Olmsted to address other issues,
some identical to those that face Boston today.
Olmsted related these individual projects to a
comprehensive vision of the city as a whole
and created an attractive public framework to
encourage private investment. Environmental
problems provoked by the conflict between
human activities and natural processes were
resolved by adapting to those processes rather
than by trying to subdue them.

Not only the tangible products-Back
Bay, Fens, and Riverway-are important.
The process itself contributed to the success
of the solution: a process of open public dia­
logue that continued over several decades. Vi­
sions of people like Robert Morris Copeland
contributed to the form the Emerald Neck­
lace and metropolitan park system took, for
Olmsted incorporated many ideas initially
proposed by others. But their legacy was
greater than ideas alone. Vigorous, sustained
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discussion not only led to widespread accept­
ance of the proposals, it also generated the
support necessary to implement such ambi­
tious projects.

Design is a powerful tool to forge con­
sensus for major public investment. In this
tradition, I offer one person's vision of what
the future shape of Boston might be.

A Vision: The Future Shape of Boston

From Great Brewster, a craggy outpost at the
entry to Boston Harbor, the long arms of
Hull and Winthrop embrace the Harbor.
Held between a deep blue, watery fore­
ground and blue sky above, Boston is a nar­
row band along the horizon. Downtown is
marked by towers that rise across the water,
catching and reflecting the sun. In the fore­
ground, dark humps of Lovell and George's
Islands break the water surface. From this
vantage, the city is a silent silhouette, seen
clearly for what it is: a fragile human con­
struct, supported by the earth, permeated by
air and water. Out here in the harbor, the
sound is of waves breaking against rocks and
of "a distant belI, moving on the ground­
swell, its clanging marking a time not our
time. "28 Out here time is marked by no
clock, but by the apparent motion of the sun
through the sky vault, the rise and falI of
tides, and the daily cycle of the sea breeze,
blowing off land in morning, from sea in
evening. Approaching the city over the har­
bor, now a vast state park, cries of gulls and
breaking waves begin to mingle with city
sounds. The earlier image of the city as a del­
icate construct recedes as massive buildings
fill the horizon, their stolid mass a reassur­
ance of human importance.

Of the city's three great rivers, the Mys­
tic and the Charles have long been dammed
to control the rise and falI of water along
their banks. Only the Neponset remains a
tidal river, its lower course still lined by

Neponset Marsh. Further upstream Fowl
Meadow Marsh extends from Milton to
Canton and Norwood; it overlies the Nepon­
set Aquifer, one source of Boston's water
supply. Water purification plants in the
southwestern part of the Boston region are
located near Fowl Meadow Marsh. After re­
ceiving initial treatment, effluent is purified
in lagoons and constructed marshes, then
released to the larger marsh where it seeps
through the soil to replenish groundwater
tapped by the city.

The sewage-treatment plant with adja­
cent composting facility and park along Fowl
Meadow is one of many new satellite treat­
ment plants built as a part of the city's reno­
vation of its water system. The former met­
ropolitan sewage district was divided into
smaller subregions, their boundaries deter­
mined by watershed, each with its own water
purification plant and adjoining park. Each
facility receives used water from the water­
shed it serves, and here that water is purified:
first in the plant itself, then in the park's la­
goons, marshes, and fountains. Formerly all
the region's wastewater was treated and
dumped into Boston Harbor. The introduc­
tion of satellite treatment plants permitted
the adoption of innovative technology and
the construction and maintenance of parks
throughout the region.

Decentralization has also isolated those
watersheds whose wastewater contains high
concentrations of heavy metals. Formerly,
heavy metals mixed with all of Boston's
sewage and prevented the city from recaptur­
ing the organic nutrients in sewage sludge.
Now most of the subregional purification
plants process and recycle metal-free sludge.
Sludge, mixed with wood chips and leaf mold
from the city's parks, is composted to pro­
duce a nutrient-rich soil amendment called
Metroloam. Metroloam is used within city
and region as a replacement for topsoil and
packaged and marketed at garden centers.

The benefits have been many: sludge no
longer poses a disposal problem or pollution
hazard; raked leaves and wood chips har­
vested from tree work no longer add to the
region's sanitary landfilIs; and the availabil­
ity of enormous quantities of cheap soil
amendment has permitted the reclamation of
vast areas of derelict land within Boston at
modest cost.

Inner-city neighborhoods have benefited
from the renovation of the city's water sys­
tem. Take the Dudley neighborhood. Twenty
years ago, one-third of all properties were va­
cant; now the neighborhood is rebuilt. The
original floodplain of the buried brook is a
linear park that threads its way through the
neighborhood and beyond. At some points it
is quite narrow, at other points it broadens
out into shalIow basins that hold storm wa­
ter after a rain. Like the wetlands of the
Charles River at the city's outskirts, this park
is paid for and maintained as part of the re­
gion's flood control and water-treatment sys­
tem. It has counterparts in other parts of the
city, and the form of these parks varies from
neighborhood to neighborhood. In some
neighborhoods, detention basins form a lin­
ear park system, while in others they are dis­
crete elements within the mosaic of buildings,
pavement, and private yards. Because of all
these basins within the city, the sewers have
not overflowed since the Great Hurricane
twenty years ago. Many of the storm-water
basins are flooded every winter, forming pop­
ular skating ponds; experts attribute the phe­
nomenal number of youngsters from Rox­
bury and Dorchester who now play in the
National Hockey League to these neighbor­
hood skating ponds.

The presence of water is pervasive: by
harbor and riverbank, permeating public
places in the neighborhoods and downtown.
The fountain in City Hall Plaza commemo­
rates the reconstruction of the city's water
system and celebrates the integration of

natural and human cycles. The fountain is
showy on a hot summer afternoon, when sun
shines through spray and mist sparking rain­
bows, and water evaporates off wet pave­
ment, cooling the air. In autumn the fountain
bubbles softly, feeding still pools; ripples of
flowing water reflect the color and activity
on the plaza. In winter water freezes into ice
crystals as it trickles from the fountain, color
varying with thickness, motion captured in
ever-shifting forms. The sound of water
moving under the ice and the gradualIy
changing color and transparency of the ice as
it thaws mark the transition from late winter
to early spring. Water leaves the fountain at
City HalI Plaza along runnels that irrigate
trees on the plaza and feed a series of pools
in a stepped basin. Normally only the
pools at the bottom are filIed, but after a
storm runoff from surrounding pavement
and rooftops flows into the basin. One can
always gauge the magnitude of a rainstorm
by which step the water reaches. Only once
in the last ten years has water reached the
top step.

Besides the pervasive influence of water,
the most powerful mark the late twentieth
century left on the urban fabric is the great di­
versity of landscapes and buildings. Boston's
tradition of fostering the construction of in­
novative projects was established during this
period. Experimentation was most intense in
inner-city neighborhoods. The combination
of a relatively inexpensive land resource and
the establishment of building funds to pro­
mote experimentation in new urban forms
made these neighborhoods centers of innova­
tion. They now exhibit an eclectic array of
landscape and building forms, products of
individual enterprise and invention: houses
designed and built by youth, sewage treat­
ment gardens, fish farms, solar streetlights.
Some of the models have since been repli­
cated widely, while others remain original,
but singular.

308 309



[.

. 0'n.
~, 'I

~ i

ANNE WHISTON SPIRN RECLAIMING COMMON GROUND

Just as the Back Bay and Emerald Neck­
lace are a showcase of nineteenth-eentury ~r­

chitecture and urban design, so are the neigh­
borhoods of Dorchester and Roxbury
showcases of late-twentieth-century architec­
tural exploration.29 Separated by more than
a century, both were a ptoduct of intense, sus­
tained, and visionary public efforts. Both rep­
resent public investment in the creation of
common ground that ordered individual con­
tributions of private citizens. Both addressed
environmental nuisances as well as the need
for new housing. Both are a source of pride
to the city and landmarks in the history of ur­
ban design.

These vignettes are one person's vision for
the future shape of Boston. The new Boston,
however. will result from many people's vi­
sions and actions. It should be the product of
a collective vision, one that is widely shared
by the region's citizens, forged through the
consideration of alternatives in a public dia­
logue. Design is a means to this end.

The cumulative impact of sewer recon­
struction, economic growth, and redevelop­
ment of vacant land within Boston will have
a profound impact on the future shape of the
city. We must decide, before it is too late,
whether they will shape Boston by design or
default. How we resolve these issues will de­
termine the quality of the future, not just for
the next generation, but for many genera­
tions to come.

Epilogue

In the audience that April evening in 1985
were many people who had worked on these
issues and whose efforts contributed to
Boston's transformation by the 1990s. There
were several immediate outcomes: an illus­
trated feature article in the Boston Globe and
meetings with several members of the gover­
nor's cabinet.30 Ken Kruckemeyer of the

Massachusetts Department of Transporta­
tion determined to bring these ideas to the at­
tention of then-governor Michael Dukakis,
and for several months after the lecture, I pre­
sented the proposals to individual members
of his cabinet. They were enthusiastic, but
nothing further came from these talks. The
forces ranged against serious consideration
of my proposals were considerable. Though
the plans for a new sewage system had not
been finalized, firms were already lining up
for engineering and design work and to
write environmental-impact statements, and
construction firms were waiting eagerly in
the wings.

More important, my proposals did not fit
existing institutional structures for planning
and implementing environmental, social, and
development programs. Institutional innova­
tions like the Metropolitan District Commis­
sion, which, at the turn of the century, en­
abled Boston to deal with issues of water
supply and treatment at the regional rather
than the local scale, had become obstacles to
alternative approaches. The system that was
actually implemented was a massive con­
struction project whose centerpiece is the $3
billion Deer Island facility, the second-largest
wastewater treatment plant in the United
States.31 The new plant and related pollu­
tion-control facilities have marked a dra­
matic improvement from the days when raw
sewage was discharged directly into Boston
Harbor. Nevertheless, the new system repre­
sents another example of the highly central­
ized, engineered systems that Sam Bass
Warner, Jr., and Judith Martin have criti­
cized.32 So far, it has failed to deal adequately
with storm-water management and ground­
water protection.

By the 1980s, engaging local residents in
planning and implementing neighborhood
change was an accepted part of the planning
process for certain kinds of projects: the
Southwest Corridor Project and the Grass-

roots Program were prime examples. These
measures matured in the late 1980s and grew
into important new neighborhood planning
and development initiatives such as those of
the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative
(DSNI).33 The DSNI sponsored neW housing
for owners with low income, which have
been popular with residents and recognized
with design awards. These homes were clus­
tered around common open space on low-ly­
ing ground, thus avoiding flooded founda­
tions and wet basements. But planners
involved in grassroots work with local neigh­
borhoods on issues such as housing and local
open space did not take part in comprehen­
sive, regional planning of public-works proj­
ects such as water supply and sewage treat­
ment, so the billions of dollars spent on
Boston's new sewer system did nothing to re­
build inner-eity neighborhoods.

Public-private partnerships were em­
braced in the mid-1980s as the answer to
building and maintaining the public realm in
downtown Boston; the success of Post Office
Square pleased developers and public alike
and became a model for other acclaimed pub­
lic places. It would have cost no more to de­
sign these new spaces to detain storm water,
but the designers and proponents of these
new spaces were unaware of their role in the
city's hydrological system, so runoff from
pavement still strains the sewer system after
heavy rains.

In 1986, I moved to Philadelphia to teach
at the University of Pennsylvania, and my di­
reet involvement in the future shape of Boston
ceased. Ten years later, much has changed.
The public realm is renewed: Boston's beaches
are open for swimming, neighborhoods are
rebuilding, downtown has many new thriving
public places. From this vantage, my lecture
"Reclaiming Common Ground: The Future
Shape of Boston" was one vision among
many that helped launch, sustain, and ad­
vance public dialogue, and thereby changed

the course of Boston's future. Like Robert
Morris Copeland's "The Most Beautiful City
in America: Essay and Plan for the Improve­
ment of the City of Boston," my essay now
serves as an example of those many others,
most of which were more informal and un­
published. Like Copeland's proposals, mine
influenced certain decisions and caused some
buildings and landscapes to be built differ­
ently, but the idea at the heart-an integrated
approach to urgent economic, social, and en­
vironmental problems facing the city-re­
mains unrealized in Boston. Much has
changed, and much is the same. The propos­
als were shaped by place and time--Boston
1985-but the challenges and solutions still
apply, and not just to Boston.

There are comparable conditions in
many other cities, from New York to Cincin­
nati to Denver to Los Angeles. West Philadel­
phia's Mill Creek neighborhood, for exam­
ple, faces challenges closely related to those
of Boston's Dudley, and Philadelphia and
Boston share the problem of combined sewer
overflows that degrade water quality. Since
1987, I have adapted and extended the ap­
proach outlined in this chapter to Philadel­
phia and made similar, more highly devel­
oped proposals for Mill Creek.34 In 1999, the
Philadelphia Water Department submitted a
grant proposal to the US Environmental Pro­
tection Agency for funds to plan, design, and
build a demonstration project on vacant land
in the West Philadelphia Empowerment
Zone, which will combine a storm-water de­
tention facility to reduce combined sewer
overflows and an environmental study area
for a local middle school. The project will be
designed by stormwater engineers, teachers
and students at the middle school, my stu­
dents, and myself. Now, more than fourteen
years after the first public presentation of the
ideas in Boston, twelve years after I first ap­
plied them to Philadelphia, part of this vision
may be realized.
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Notes

1. See Alex Krieger and Lisa 1. Green, Pasl Fu­
tures: Two Centuries of Imagining Boslon (Cam­
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Graduate School
of Design, May 1985), the catalogue of an exhibit
of plans for Boston.

2. This chapter is based on a lecture that was
part of a series of three lectures in Boston and two
other cilies on the future shape of cities sponsored
by the American Instirute of Architects and the pub·
lishers McGraw·Hill; I would like to thank Sally
Harkness and the Boston Society of Architects for
asking me to give the lecture on the furure shape of
Boston. Charlotte Kahn was instigator and inspira·
tion in many of the investigations descri""d here
and brought me up to date with Boston's accom·
plishments since 1985. Lorraine Downey, Melvin
Colon, Nelson Merced, gardeners at Cooper's Place,
and students in my 1984 and 1985 studios at the
Harvard Graduate School of Design, especially my
research assistant George Batchelor, all helped me
understand the context of the issues and solutions. I
am grateful to Jack Thomas, who first suggested the
indusion of the Boston lecture as a chapter in this
book, and to Mike Lacey, Bob fishman, Sam Bass
Warner, Jr., Judith Martin, Margaret Weir, Arnold
Hirsch, James Wescoat, and Carl Abbott for their
comments. Greg Watson, John Berg, and Christine
Min gave me important material on the present
context.

3. Spiro, The Granite Garden (New York: Ba·
sic Books, 1984), and The Language of Landscape
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). See also
Spim, The West Philadelphia Landscape Plan: A
Framework for Action (Philadelphia: Department of
Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning,
University of Pennsylvania, 1991), and other publi.
cations of the West Philadelphia Landscape Project.
See also the project's website at
www.upenn.edu/wplp.

4. I was chair of the Panel of Experts for the
conference and presided at the three-<lay meeting.
A summary of the proceedings was published in
OECD, Ciries for the 21 st Century (Paris: OECD,
1994). Although the U.S. representative to the
OECD attended a reception, no representative of
the U.S. government participated in this meeting.

5. By the late 1990s, the construction of a new
sewage treatment plant at Deer Island had greatly
improved water quality in Boston Harbor. However,
the establishment of the Massachusetts Water Re·
SOurces Authority (MWRA) in 1985 and the consol-

idation of sewage treatment into a single plant did
not resolve the problems aSSOCiated with scale
raised here.

6. Though much remains to be done, there has
been significant improvement in neighborhood
community development since 1985.

7. While new atriums are still enclaves guarded
by private police, rhere have ""en many improve­
ments to downtown Boston's public realm since
1985; Post Office Square is an example.

8. At the time of my lecture, the City of Boston
did not know exactly how much vacant land there
was.

9. The solution implemented by the MWRA
was to replace the two old treatment plants with a
single plant, thereby increasing centralization and
failing to take advantage of alternative approaches
to treatment such as those proposed here.

10. Beginning in 1978, as part of the Clean Wa­
ter Aer of 1977, the Environmental Proteerion
Agency (EPA) provided financial incentives for mu­
nicipalities to implement innovative or alternative
wastewater treatment merhods: 75 to 85 percent of
design and construerion costs, plus the cost of revi­
sion or replacement should the new system not
work properly_ Despite widespread advertisement,
much 0/ the allocated funding was not used. The
EPA staff member who managed this program felt
that a major reason was fear of risk on the part of
the engineering profession. Ro""rt Bastian, EPA,
personal communication, 1985. For descriptions of
Arcata, Bishop's Lodge, and other, similar projects,
see Ann Whiston Spim, The Granite Garden.
UG-54 and "The Poetics of City and Nature: To­
ward a New Aesthetic for Urban Design," Land­
scape Journal 7:2 (Fall 19881, 119-22.

11. Boston now recydes sludge and matkets it
as a commercial fertilizer, Bay State Organic.

12. See description of Denver's Urban Storm
Drainage and Flood Control Distrier in Anne Whis­
ton Spirn, The Granite Garden. 157-62 and "Poet­
ics of City and Nature," 120.

13. Sam Bass Warner, Jr., Streetcar Suburbs
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962).

14. I have traced the development of these neigh­
borhoods through nineteenth- and twenrieth-century
fire insurance adases: Hopkins (1873--74); Bromley
(1884, 1906); Sanborn (1943, 1968, 1986).

15. This story has been told elsewhere; see, for
example, Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Jironlier
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985).

16. 1be Dudley neighborhood is the subject of
Peter Medoff and Holly Sklal; Streets of Hope: The

Fall and Rife of an Urban Neighborhood (Boston:
South End Press, 1994). Medoff and Sklar descri""
how the Dudley neighborhood was plagued by ar­
son in thc 1970s (3G-32) but show no awareness of
the extent to which vacant land in the old flood­
plain was already present in the '50s and '60s.

17. [have documented the correlation between
old floodplains, wetlands, and vacant land in inner­
city neighborhoods of other cities, including
Philadelphia, New York, Cincinnati, and Washing­
ton, D.c. The work in Philadelphia was sponsored
by a grant from the 1. N. Pew Charitable Trust
(1987-911 and was documented in Anne Whiston
Spirn, Vacant Land: A Resource for Reshaping Ur­
ban Neighborhoods (Philadelphia: Department of
Landscape Architeerure and Regional Planning,
University of Pennsylvania, 1991). My work in
other cities, including Boston, was sponsored by a
grant from the National Endowment for the Arts
(1984-85). See description of Philadelphia's Mill
Creek neighborhood in Anne Whiston Spim, The
Language of Landscape (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1998).

18. In 1985, students in my graduate studio in
landscape architecture at the Harvard Graduate
School of Design met with staff of Alianza Hispana
and Nuestra Comunidad Development Corpora­
tion, developed designs for the Dudley neighbor­
hood, and presented their proposals to Dudley resi­
dents in a public meeting in May 1985. Their work
and this public lectute influenced the decision to re­
serve the lowest-lying land as a town common.

19. The Grassroots Program, now sponsored by
Boston's Public Facilities Dep.ronent, is still func­
tioning in 1998.

20. This was accomplished at Post Office
Square, now a popular downtown park with resrau­
rant and underground parking garage.

21. Prudential Center has since been renovated
into what a sign calls "Boston's City Under Glass,"
an interior arcade with stores, food courts, even a
chapel, and an entrance to the new convention cen~

ter alongside. There are terraces facing Boylston
Srreet, and an endosed escalator invites pedestrians
on the sidewalk outside to enter and ascend to the
complex. Still, this stretch of Boylston Street re­
mains an unattractive place for pedestrians.

22. Quoted in Walter Muir Whitehill, Boston: A
Topographical History, 2d ed. (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1968),90.

23. Museum of Fine Arts, Back Bay Boston:
The City as a Work of Art (Boston: Museum of
Fine Arts, 1969), 38.

24. Whitehill, Boston, 180.
25. For reproductions of these plans, see Alex

Krieger and Lisa J. Green, Past Futures; Alex
Krieger and David Cobb with Amy Turner, Map­
ping Boston (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999);
and Cynthia Zaitzevsky, Frederick Law Olmsted
and the Boston Park System (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard Univenity Press, 1982).

26. Frederick Law Olmsted, "The Problem and
Its Solution," handwritten notes for a lecture to the
Boston Society of Architeers, 1886, Olmsted Papers,
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

27. Frederick Law Olmsted, "Seventh Annual
report of the Board of Commissioners of the
Department of Parks for the City of Boston for
the year 1881," reprinted in S. B. Sutton, ed.,
Civilizing American Cities: A Seledion of Frederick
Law Olmsted's Writings on City Landscapes
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971), 227.

28. T. S. Eliot, "The Dry Salvages,· Four QJ<ar­
tets in The Colleded Poetry and Plays (New York:
Harcourt, Brace, 1962). The Dry Salvages are a
group of rocks in Boston's outer harbor.

29. Sam Bass Warner, Jr. (in a lecture at Har­
vard Graduate School of Design, Cambridge,
Mass., 1984).

30. Steve Curwood, "Profile: Shaping the City
to Nature's Laws,· Sunday Boston Globe, May 26,
1985. In 1986, following the Atheneum lecture, the
Boston Aquarium published an abridged version in
a publication devoted to Boston Harbor.

31. Charles Button, Ken M. Willis, and Crystal
Gandrud, "Managing the Boston Harbor Project,"
Civil Engineering Practice (Spring/Summer 1994),
67 and MWRA. "Facts about BHP Construction"
(Boston, Mass.: MWRA, fall 1996).

32. See chapter 10 by Martin and Wamet. See
also Sam Bass Warner, Jr., "Urban River Manage·
ment, 163G-1997: The Charles Rivet Case," paper
presented at the 20th International Congress of the
History of Science, May 1997.

33. Medoff and Sklar, in Streets of Hope.
describe successful efforts of the DSNI, Alianza
Hispana, and Nuestra Comunidad Development
Corporation in promoting community develop­
ment.

34. These ate described in Spirn, Language and
Landscape (see pp. 21G-15 and 267-72, especially),
West Philadelphia Landscape Plan. Designs for the
environmental study arealstormwater detention fa­
cility by my Penn students and Sulzberger Middle
School students can"" viewed online at
www.upenn.edulwplp.
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