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Herman Moll, "The Falls of Niagara," 1732. (From A New and Exact Map of the Do­

minion of the King of Great Britain on the Continent of North America, courtesy of the Li­

brary of Congress)
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41. Analogous arguments can be found in John Brincker~offJackson, "Beyond Wil­
derness," A Sense of Place, a Sense of Time (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1994),
71-91, and in the wonderful collection of essays by Michael Pollan, Second Nature:
A Gardener's Education (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1991).

42. Wendell Berry, Home Economics (San Francisco: North Point, 1987), 138, 143.

43. Gary Snyder; quoted in New York 'Times, "Week in Review," Sept. 18, 1994,6.

Constructing Nature
\

1. This essay draws from an unpublished lecture for the Frederick Law Olmsted
National Historic Site in 1985, "Frederick Law Olmsted: The Legacy of a Pragmatic
Visionary." Although many ideas were shaped by the discussions of 1994, I would
like.to thank Shary Berg, former director of the Olmsted Site, for inviting me to give
the original lecture and for making the Olmsted Office archives available at a time
when they were closed to scholars. I am also grateful to W. George Batchelor, my
research assistant for the project in 1985, to Emily Stern, who helped with additional
research in summer 1994 when I was a guest scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Interna­
tional Center for Scholars, and to Sylvia Palms for assistance in checking facts and
assembling the illustrations for publication. I would also like to extend a special
thanks to Bill Cronon, who as editor was always provocative, supportive, de­
manding, and collegial.

2. Olmsted was a product of his own time, place, and position in society. The spe..
cifics of his views on the moral value of natural scenery, for example, or on class and
gender, seem naive and patronizing to a modern reader. Recently, scholars have
criticized his social views, particularly in reference to the urban working class; see,
for example, Roy Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar, The Park and the People: A
History of Central Park (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1992). Despite this critique~

many of Olmsted's ideas, methods, and results remain models for contemporary,
practice.

3. Act of Congress quoted by Laura Wood Roper in her introductory note to "The
Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Big Trees: A Preliminary Report (1865) by Fred....
erick Law Olmsted," Landscape Architecture 43 (1952): 12. '

4. Ibid., 21.

5. Ibid., 24.

6. Ibid., 12-13. Roper recounts the presumed history of the report and its suppres;,
sion and describes how it was reconstructed and published for the first time in 1952~

7. Hans Huth, Nature and the American: Three Centuries of Changing Attitude$,
new ed. (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1999), 150.

8. Roper, "Yosemite Valley," 16.

9. Ibid., 20. Such views were common at the time. See, for example, The Ho
Book ofthe Picturesque; or, American Scenery, Art, and Literature (New York: Pu
nam, 1851).
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10. Olmsted's description of the positive effects of natural scenery may sound dated
and naive, but recent studies have documented the beneficial effects of plants on
human health and·healing. Hospital patients who have windows with views of trees
or other "natural" scenery have been shown to heal faster than patients who have
views of buildings or no window ~t all. See Roger Ulrich and Russ Parsons, "Influ­
ences of Passive Experiences withl>lants on Individual Well-being and Health," in
Diane Relf, ed., The Role ofHorticulture in Human Well-being and Social Develop­
ment (Portland: Timber Press, 1992), 93-105.

11. Roper, "Yosemite Valley," 22.

12. Yosemite National Park generates twenty-five tons of garbage per day in mid­
August; one-half of this comes from Yosemite Valley. Concessions contribute an
additional ten tons per day. Don Fox, personal communication.

13. For a history and critique of such views, see the essays by Richard White and
William Cronon in this volume.

14. Among the other members of this campaign were Frederick E. Church, whose
paintings of Niagara Falls were part of this effort to focus attention on Niagara, and
the publisher Samuel Bowles, who had been present when Olmsted read his report
on Yosemite. Elizabeth McKinsey has traced the changing meanings of Niagara over
time and pointed out that Niagara had already paled as an icon of the sublime by the
middle of the nineteenth century. See her Niagara Falls: Icon of the American Sub­
lime (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1985).

15. See Olmsted's report in James T. Gardiner, Special Report of New York State
Survey on the Preservation of the Scenery of Niagara F~lls (Albany: Charles Van
Benthuysen, 1880), 27-31. Gardiner, previously a member of the California State
Geological Survey, had surveyed and mapped Yosemite at the request of the com­
mission Olmsted chaired. He and Olmsted remained friends for many years. See
Roper, "Yosemite Valley," 12.

16. Olmsted's lobbying took diverse forms. For example, he and Charles Eliot Nor­
ton paid young graduates of Harvard Theological Seminary to visit Niagara and
write press releases describing the blighted conditions surrounding thefalls.

17. Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, General Plan for the Improvement of
the Niagara Reservation (Niagara Falls: Gazette Book and Job Office, 1887), 3.
There was a good deal of friction between Olmsted and his partner Vaux at this time.
His son John Charles Olmsted wrote to Vaux to try to smooth things over and
described how hard his father was working on the Niagara report ("He can't take
writing easily") and how important the writing was to him. See Letter from John
Charles Olmsted to Calvert Vaux, Sept. 2, 1887, Olmsted Papers, Library of Con-
gress. ~.J

18. Olmsted and Vaux, General Plan, 4.

19. Ibid., 6-7.

20. Ibid., 20.

21. Ibid., 19.

22. Ibid., 8.
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23. Ibid., 18.

24. Ibid., 8.

25. Ibid., 13.

26. After Olmsted's death his sons were hired to revisit the problem of diminished
flow and unsightly banks. Photographs from the Olmsted Office files record the
conditions they found. Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site, Brookline,
Mass.

27. At Yosemite, John Muir and Gifford Pinchot had clashed over the issue of sheep
grazing in 1897. To Muir sheep were "hoofed locusts" that should be banned from
the valley. Pinchot had favored a compromise: permit grazing, but regulate it.

28. J. Horace McFarland, "The Niagara Falls Situation," Landscape Architecture 19
(1929): 157-62. See also the final report of the Special International Niagara Board,
The Preservation ofNiagara Falls (Ottawa: F. A. Ackland, 1930). McFarland, one
of two American members of the board appointed by President Hoover, was chair­
man of the Art Commission of the State of Pennsylvania and former president of the
Ainericin Civic Association. The other American member was an officer in the u.S.
Army Corps of Engineers. The two Canadian members were the deputy minister of
mines and the director of the Dominion Water Power and Reclamation Service.

29. McFarland, "Niagara Falls Situation," 160.

30. Ibid.

31. Ibid., 160-61.

32. International Joint Commission, Preservation and Enhancement ofthe American
Falls at Niagara (n.p., 1975),26. The IJC appointed the American Falls International
Board to study the issues and make recommendations. The four-member board con­
sisted of two landscape architects (including Garrett Eckbo from the United States),
an officer of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and the director of Water Planning
and Management Branch, Environment Canada. The above report summarizes the
recommendations of the board and actions taken by the IJC. For greater detail on
the studies and recommendations of the board, see American Falls International
Board, Preservation and Enhancement of the American Falls at Niagara: Final
Report to the International Joint Commission (n.p., 1974); Preservation and
Enhancement of the American Falls at Niagara: Interim Report to the International
Joint Commissioh and Appendix B: Aesthetics (n.p., Dec. 1971); and Intrusions on
Views ofNiagara Falls (n.p., Nov. 9, 1970). See also Martin Krieger, "Up the Plastic
Tree," Landscape Architecture 63 (1973): 349-60,411.

33. International Joint Commission, Preservation and Enhancement, 1, 17.

34. Ibid., 12.

35. Ibid., 13.

36. Ibid., 17.

37. Ibid., 19.

38. Ibid.
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39. Faye B. Harwell, "Recovering the 'Lost' Niagara," Landscape Architecture 71
(1981): 454-55.

40. See Richard White, The Organic Machine (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995).

41. American Falls International Board, Appendix B, 32.

42. Letter from Olmsted to Richard Morris Hunt, March 2, 1889, Olmsted Papers,
Library of Congress. "The value of the site is in its outlook; the local scenery is not
attractive. The soil is extremely poor and intractable. There is not a single circum­
stance that can be turned to account in gaining any desirable local character, pictur­
esqueness, for instance, or geniality. Whatever we aim at must be made 'out of the
whole cloth.' "

43. Ibid.

44. Letter from Olmsted to Fred Kingsbury, Jan. 20, 1891, Olmsted Papers, Library
of Congress.

45. Ibid.

46. Ibid.

47. After Vanderbilt died, in 1914, his forest of more than 100,000 acres was deeded
to the U.S. government to become the first national forest east of the Mississippi.
This included the original forest plantations, as well as land already forested when
he purchased it.

48. Letter to Kingsbury, Jan. 20, 1891.

49. Frederick Law Olmsted, Report to George Vanderbilt, July 12, 1889, Olmsted
Papers, Library of Congress, 34-35. "The nursery price of Rhododendron Maxi­
mum in New York, three feet high, has been $2.00 a plant. You can have plants
gathered for you within twenty miles of your residence, by the thousand, probably
at ten cents a plant, and after two years in nursery they will be better plants than I
have been able to get from any nurseryman in Europe or America. "

50. Frederick Law Olmsted, "George W. Vanderbilt's Nursery," The Lyceum 2, no.
6 (Dec. 1891): 7.

51. Olmsted's interest iIi forestry was long-standing. See Laura Wood Roper, FLO:
A Biography of Frederick Law Olmsted (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press,
1973), 415, for his activities prior to Biltmore.

52. Frederick Law Olmsted and J. B. Harrison, Observations on the Treatment of
Public Plantations, More Especially Related to the Use ofthe Axe (1889), reprinted in
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., and Theodora Kimball, eds., Forty Years of Landscape
Architecture: Central Park (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1973),362-75.

53. Report to Vanderbilt, 19.

54. Gifford Pinchot, Breaking New Ground (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1947),
49. In this book, his autobiography, Pinchot also referred to Olmsted as "one of the
men of the century" (48).

55. Ibid., 57.
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56. Ibid., 65.

57. The details of competing claims often pose a quandary. Maybe this is why it is
so easy for people to be "for" saving the rain forests. In far-off places the goals are
abstract and the details of the dilemmas unknown. The popular conception of Ama­
zonia is of an unpopulated wilderness, yet millions of people live there. See Candace
Slater's essay in this volume.

58. For a more detailed description of the Dayton case, see Anne Whiston Spirn,
The Granite Garden: Urban Nature and Human Design (New York: Basic Books,
1984), 174-75.

59. Olmsted, "Vanderbilt's Nursery," 7.

60. Letter to Charles Eliot and John Charles Olmsted, Oct. 28, 1893. Olmsted
Papers, Library of Congress.

61. For a description of these projects in the overall context of Boston, see Spirn,
Granite Garden. For a description of how the basin and the tidal gate were intended
to work, see Olmsted's account of his dialogue with the city's engineer in an 1886
lecture to the Boston Society of Architects, "The Problem and Its Solution." The
handwritten notes for this lecture are in the Olmsted Papers at the Library of Con­
gress. They were transcribed by Cynthia Zaitzevsky and reprinted in her disserta­
tion, "Frederick Law Olmsted and the Boston Park System" (Harvard Univ., 1975),
295-306, and excerpted in her book of the same title (Cambridge: Harvard Univ.
Press, 1982). For a description of how the flood control function worked, see E. W.
Howe, "The Back Bay Park, Boston" (speech to the Boston Society of Civil Engi­
neers, March 16, 1881).

62. Zaitzevsky, Olmsted, 188.

63. Letter to F. L. Temple, March 15, 1886, Olmsted Papers, Library of Congress.
Temple was the landscape gardener Olmsted had hired to plant the Fens. Of the
100,000 plants, only 35,000 survived, many of which were "nurse" plants intended
to die. Of the plant species intended to predominate over time, 75-95 percent were
dead. See also Zaitzevsky, Olmsted, 187-90.

64. The Ramble at Central Park was planted to appear "wild," but it was only a
small part of the park. William Robinson, an English acquaintance of Olmsted, pub­
lished his book The Wild Garden in 1870. Olmsted was undoubtedly also aware of
Martin Johnson ,Heade's contemporary paintings depicting marshes along Boston's
North Shore. (I am grateful to William Cronon and Neil Levine for this reference.)

65. Frederick Law Olmsted, "Parks, Parkways and Pleasure Grounds," Engineering
Magazine 9 (1895): 253-54 (italics added).

66. See Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn's review of Robert E. Grese, Jens Jensen:
Maker ofNatural Parks and Gardens (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1992),
in Journal ofGarden History 15 (1995): 54-55.

67. See Gert Groening and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn, "Some Notes on the Mania
for Native Plants in Germany," Landscape Journal 11 (1992): 116-26, for paralle~

between the eradication of non-native plants in Nazi Germany and the extermination····
of non-Aryan human populations. This essay provoked a very strong reaction: Kiln )It
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Sorvig, "Natives and Nazis: An Imaginary Conspiracy in Ecological Design," Land­
scape Journal 13 (1994): 58-61; Gert Groening and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn,
"Response: If the Shoe Fits, Wear It," ibid., 194-96.

68. We know Olmsted approved of including hardy exotic plants because this was a
point over which he and Charles Sprague Sargent argued on the Boston projects.
Sargent deplored the use of exotic species; this is ironic, since he was director of the
Arnold Arboretum, which had many trees from other regions and continents.
Olmsted preferred to follow William Robinson's practice of mixing native and hardy
exotic plants, as described in The Wild Garden (1870). See Zaitzevsky, Olmsted,
196, for quotations showing how Olmsted and Sargent disagreed on this subject.

69. The assumed superiority of native over exotic species is still a strong value of
many landscape architects and ecologists today.

70. These projects are all described in Spirn, Granite Garden.

71. The first course in city planning in the United States was offered in 1909, in the
School of Landscape Architecture at Harvard, several of whose faculty later founded
the first school of city planning, in 1929. The first city-planning degree was a mas­
ter's of landscape architecture and city planning offered at Harvard in 1923. See
Anne Whiston Spirn, "Urban Nature and Human Design: Renewing the Great Tra­
dition," Journal of Planning Education and Research 5 (Autumn 1985): 39-51. See
also John L. Hancock, "Planners in the Changing American City: 1900-1940,"
Journal of the American Institute ofPlanners 33 (19,67): 290-304.

72. Many plans for parks and parkways as a multipurpose urban infrastructure were
never implemented and are now being rediscovered and proposed anew. Mike Davis
and others, for example, have revived interest in proposals for the Los Angeles River
made by Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr.

73. The Boston proposals are described in Steve Curwood, "Profile: Shaping the
City to Nature's Laws," Boston Sunday Globe, May 26, 1985, and Anne Whiston
Spirn, "Reclaiming Common Ground: The Future Shape of Boston" (lecture spon­
sored by the Boston Society of Architects, American Institute of Architects, and
McGraw-Hill, May 1985). See also Anne Whiston Spirn, "Landscape Planning and
the City," Landscape and Urban Planning 13 (1986): 433-41. For a description of
the Philadelphia proposals, see Thomas Hine, "Surroundings: A Long-Buried Creek
in West Philadelphia," Philadelphia Sunday Inquirer, Nov. 15, 1992. See also Anne
Whiston Spirn, The West Philadelphia Landscape Plan: A Framework for Action
and Vacant Land: A Resource for Reshaping Urban Neighborhoods (Philadelphia:
Department of Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning, Univ. of Pennsylva­
nia, 1991).

74. Daniel Schodek includes the Boston subway of 1895 (the nation's first) and the
Charles River Dam and Basin of 1910 as two landmark projects in his book Land­
marks of American Civil Engineering (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987). He refers to
Olmsted's Emerald Necklace as ringing the city with "some of the loveliest water­
ways and parklands in the country," but fails to see its significance as a landmark of
engineering. Exhibiting a fundamental misunderstanding that is all too common, he
contrasts what he terms Olmsted's "nostalgic sense of the landscape" in the Fens
with the scientific and commercial concerns of the Charles River Dam (301). The
Fens also exposes the power and problem of cultural construction. Even as culture
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enables us to see some things, it blinds us to others. Once the Fens became a marsh,
it was perceived as a potential dump. In contrast, the forested floodplain of the
Riverway was not used as a dump.

75. This is a point Michael Barbour has made repeatedly.

76. He acknowledged this shortcoming. He titled a pamphlet on Central Park "The
Spoils of the Park, with a Few Leaves from the Deep-Laden Note-books of a Wholly
Impractical Man," reprinted in Olmsted and Kimball, Forty Years, 117-55.

77. The modern meanings of the word "artifice" reveal a negative attitude toward
the deliberately and artfully made versus the given or "natural. " "Artifice" originally
referred to an art of making and "artificial" to something that was made or modified
through human skill and art, often in imitation of something in nature. Now the
usual meaning of "artifice" is trickery, and "artificial" connotes something that is
not genuine, that seeks to fool. This double meaning has been part of the English
language for a long time. See Webster's New International Dictionary (2nd ed.) and
the Oxford English Dictionary. The first use of "artifice" with this negative meaning
cited by the OED dates from the seventeenth century. It is interesting to note that
although Olmsted employed artistry ("artifice") in shaping landscape, his frequent
use of the word "artificial" was generally in its negative sense in reference to qualities
or features that were not "natural." Perhaps the negative connotation of "artificial"
explains why Olmsted's works are seldom seen as constructed. (I am grateful to
Mark Rose and William Cronon for discussions that prompted these points.)

78. From a letter to Ralph Waldo Emerson: "I invite you to join me in a month's
worship with Nature in the high temples of the great Sierra Crown beyond our holy
Yosemite. It will cost you nothing save the time and very little of that for you will
be mostly in Eternity." Quoted in Huth, Nature, 151.

Amazonia as Edenic Narrative

t. For one critique of these schemes, see Susanna Hecht and Alexander Cockburn,
The Fate of the Forest: Developers, Destroyers, and Defenders of the Amazon (Lon­
don: Verso, 1989). Other critiques are listed in the bibliography. Two newer works
that do not appear there are Ronald A. Foresta, Amazon Conservation in the Age of
Development: The Limits ofProvidence (Gainesville: Univ. of Florida Press, 1991),
and Marianne Schmink and Charles H. Wood, Contested Frontiers in Amazonia
(New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1992).

2. For a summary of the Trombetas situation, see Rosa Azevedo and Edna Castro,
Negros do Trombetas: Guardiaes de Matas e Rios (BeIem do Para: Editora da Uni­
versidade, 1993). See also Informe Revisao Constitutional-Os Direitos dos Rema­
nescentes de Quilombos, nos. 2, 3, and 4 (Sao Paulo: Comissao Pro-Indio de Sao
Paulo, Jan. 12, 17, and 27, 1994).

3. The European explorers were wont to conceive of the Americas as a kind of Eden.
See Henri Baudet, Paradise on Earth: Some Thoughts on European Images ofNon­
European Man, trans. Elizabeth Wentholt (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1965),
and Sergio Buarque de Holanda, Visao do Paraiso, 2nd rev. ed., Brasiliana 33 (Sao
Paulo: Editora NacionallEditora da Universidade de Sao Paulo, 1969). See also the




