“Reclaiming Common
Ground” laid out a vision
now being realized around
the world. It links issues
often seen as unrelated and
as competing for scarce
resources—polluted water in
Boston Harbor, deteriorating
inner-city neighborhoods,
and degraded public open
space—and designed a
solution that addressed all
three.

Top Boston Harbor.

The vision cited design
precedents, including
(below) Detention Basin/
Skyline Plaza, Denver and
Wastewater treatment and
Werribee Farm, Melbourne,
Australia.
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1984-1986 Reclaiming Common Ground:
The Future Shape of Boston

“The Future “If cities are to be healthful, vital and delightful places, they must be considered part
Shape of the City” of the natural environment. So says Harvard's Anne Whiston Spirn, a pioneer in
Lecture, American the field of urban ecology and one of the most acclaimed visionaries to emerge in

Institute of Architects,

America this generation.”
1985

STEVE CURWOOD, Boston Globe, 1985

“Shaping the City
to Nature’s Laws,”

B lobe, 19 « — » ;
oston Globe, 1985 Reclaiming Common Ground” opened up a new approach to urban design

and planning, one which exploits urban vacant land as a resource and which
“The Future links community development in inner-city neighborhoods with environmental
Shape of Boston,” restoration. Built designs for neighborhood open space were catalysts for
Boston Atheneum, 1986 . . S
community development, which today are beloved local landmarks. This vision
helped launch, sustain, and advance public dialogue, which changed the course
of Boston’s future and laid the foundations for the Shrinking City and Green
Infrastructure/CSO movements, which came into vogue 20 years later.

My goal in Reclaiming Common Ground was to demonstrate how the
approach advocated in The Granite Garden could be applied to an existing city.
The work was conducted as a research project and in my landscape architecture
studio courses at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. In 1985, the AIA
invited me to present this work as one of three lectures, nation-wide, on the
future shape of the American city. The Boston Globe reviewed it in a feature
article, which prompted further public debate. Fifteen years later, the lecture was
reprinted as the concluding chapter of a book on The American Planning Tradition.

The ideas first proposed here were more fully fleshed out in the West
Philadelphia Landscape Project and are now being realized in Philadelphia and
other cities, more than 30 years later.

The American
Planning Tradition,
2000
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Water, Neighborhoods, and Public Places

The project’s single most important discovery was the correlation between
buried floodplains and vacant land. Thirty percent of the land in Boston’s Dudley
Street neighborhood, once covered by houses, was vacant by 1985, but most of
the abandonment was concentrated in the valley bottom, where a stream once
formed the boundary between Roxbury and Dorchester. People believed that

the vacant land was caused by riots and arson, but my research demonstrated
that vacancies on the former floodplain appeared within a few decades of
construction.

An important discovery

was the strong correlation
between the valley bottoms
of buried floodplains and
vacant land (in orange),
shown below in this map of
1985. The discovery led to my
proposal for linking inner-
city community development
with the improvement of
regional water quality.
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Damage and abandonment on buried floodplains
is a national problem. In the nineteenth century,
streams were put in sewers, and now vacant land
marks the course of former streams in distressed
neighborhoods, where houses were demolished
after the ground beneath them subsided due to
underground water movement and settling landfill.
Such conditions pose a threat to health and safety.
My research identified and called attention to this
pervasive national problem.

In 1985, Boston Harbor was polluted by overflows
from the city’s sewers, which carried a combination
of sanitary sewage and stormwater runoff. These
combined sewer overflows occurred after heavy
rains, when there was too much sewage for
treatment plants to handle. At the time, Boston
planned to build a massive new sewage treatment
plant to solve the problem.

Boston Harbor (Alex MacLean/Landslides)

In 1985, Reclaiming Common Ground
demonstrated how vacant land on buried floodplains
could be restored as landscape infrastructure
designed to carry and detain stormwater, in order
to protect property from flooding, to serve as a

L framework around which to rebuild the community,
' and to solve the regional water quality problem of
combined sewer overflows.

Vacant land on buried floodplain
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There are precedents for landscape infrastructure
to manage stormwater. At the time, this approach
was aimed at reducing floods, not combined sewer
ovderflows. This plaza in Denver, Colorado, built

in the 19770s, was designed as a detention basin to
hold water for hours or days after storms in order to
reduce flooding in the South Platte River.

Skyline Plaza, Denver

There are also precedents for landscape-based
wastewater treatment. This wetland in Melbourne,
Australia was constructed as both a bird sanctuary
and as part of one of the city's sewage treatment
facilities.

Werribee Farm. Melbourne, Australia

My 1985 landscape architecture studio at Harvard
proposed a strategic landscape infrastructure as a
frame for rebuilding housing on the largely vacant
“Dudley Triangle,” much of which lies on the buried
floodplain. They presented their ideas at a public
meeting amidst heated debate. The studio alerted
the community to the danger of rebuilding on the
buried floodplain. The award-winning housing
project, built in the late 1980s, incorporated the
students’ proposals, thereby averting future disaster.

Student design, 1985
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Anne Whiston spirn. a vision rooted in The past.

Shaping the city
to nature’s laws

Harvard's Anne Whiston Spirn has breathed
new life into urban landscape architecture

STEVE CURWOOD
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Cooper’s Place

My 1984 landscape architecture studio at Harvard’s
Graduate School of Design studied the open space
potential of Boston's vacant urban land. Designing
Cooper’s Place Community Garden in Roxbury
introduced the students to the residents and the
neighborhood. The challenge was to design a
meeting place adjacent to the garden and to propose
a use for this vacant lot.

Cooper’s Place: Before

Each student designed a version of the garden

and presented their design to the gardeners. The
design chosen by the gardeners for construction
was inspired by their favorite Boston open space,
the Fenway Rose Garden, with its white trellises.
The garden was built by unemployed youth enrolled
in a landscape management program at Roxbury
Community College, as part of their on-the-job
training.

Cooper’s Place quickly became a neighborhood
landmark and was a catalyst for other improvements
to properties around it. There have been weddings
there and many important community events. The
striking design has played an important role in the
garden’s success. Three decades later, it continues
to thrive and is now the site of a newenvironmental
education center. Investment in good design

paid off.

Cooper’s Place: After
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CHAPTER EL

Reclaiming Common Ground
Wwater, Neighborhoods, and Public Places

ANNE WHISTON SPIRN
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