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		Urban Pastoral

			

			New York City’s Green Spaces

			The neurologist and author Oliver Sacks once wrote, “Biophilia, the love of nature and living things, is an essential part of the human condition.” For Sacks, who lived and worked in New York for half a century, the city was made bearable “only by its gardens.” For New Yorkers enduring the recent pandemic, the healing powers of gardens have been an incomparable solace. Walt Whitman’s “city of spires and masts” is also grounded in a tapestry of green spaces that reflects the dynamic evolution of this fabled place in recent history.

			In 1609, when Henry Hudson came upon the island of what was then called Mannahatta (“Island of Many Hills”) by the Lenape, he found an ecological nirvana, teeming with natural wonders. Majestic American chestnuts ruled the forests with their towering heights, bearing prolific nuts that kept the white-tailed deer and passenger pigeons well fed in fall. Venerable giants—tulip trees, oaks, hickories, maples, sweet gum, and beech—filled the dense canopies that reached for the sky. In early spring, the dappled shade of the understory erupted with the blooms of flowering dogwoods, eastern redbuds, and mountain laurels. Ferns, orchids, red columbines, and white starflowers tangled at their feet. Hummingbirds fed on Turk’s-cap lilies and cardinal flowers on the edge of woodlands. Wild roses, milkweeds, harlequin blue flags, and asters painted bright swaths of color in sunny meadows, delighting busy pollinators from spring to late autumn. Black bears feasted in highbush blueberry bogs. In coniferous bogs, Hessel’s hairstreak butterflies—barely larger than an inch, with emerald-green-tailed wings—flew high at the tip of Atlantic white cedars, mating and leaving their caterpillar offspring to feed on the cedar foliage. The grasslands in the flat plains, home of heath hens, also provided the breeding ground for bobolinks that made their nests on wet soil at the base of meadow rues. Millions of birds flocked to Mannahatta on their migratory paths, banqueting on the abundance of seeds, berries, and foliage on the island. As rendered by the landscape ecologist Eric W. Sanderson in his book Mannahatta, the land that lies beneath New York City was once an unimaginably rich ecosystem, having evolved through thousands of life cycles, enlivened by generations of interconnected flora and fauna.

			The green paradise found by Hudson had all but vanished by the end of the nineteenth century. The island’s forests had been cut down, its hills flattened, its streams and ponds emptied to make way for a bustling metropolis built on a rigid grid. The city’s “swarming and multitudinous” population—in Walt Whitman’s description—crowded into squalid slums with unhealthy air and no access to nature. New York was in dire need of open green spaces. “What are called parks in New-York are not even apologies for the thing; they are only squares or paddocks,” decried the nurseryman turned writer Andrew Jackson Downing in 1850. Other civic-minded New Yorkers rallied to Downing’s cause, the creation of a large public park, on the scale of those in European cities, for the benefit of all classes of society. Its construction, however, would end up forcing the displacement of Seneca Village, the largest community of Black property owners in pre–Civil War New York. Central Park opened to the public in 1858 with a design by Calvert Vaux and Frederick Law Olmsted, who declared the common person “the true owner of the park.” Sweeping lawns, luxuriant woodlands, meandering streams, and limpid lakes offered all New Yorkers a pastoral escape. Vaux and Olmsted went on to create Prospect Park in Brooklyn, realizing their ideal vision of a city park, the aesthetic of the English landscape garden wedded to the American democratic creed. In 1888, the city quintupled its green space overnight with nearly four thousand acres above the Harlem River dedicated to six large parks—including Crotona, Van Cortlandt, and Pelham Bay Parks—and parkways.

			As New York City’s fortunes rose and fell in the following century, so did the state of its natural environments. In the 1970s, the city teetered on bankruptcy. Parks became neglected, abandoned, and mostly forgotten. Facing a crumbling city, ordinary New Yorkers stepped up to reclaim it with nature. Sixty-four-year-old Hattie Carthan sought to improve the quality of life on the barren streets of her Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood by planting trees. Rallying her neighbors and gaining the support of Mayor John Lindsay, she planted fifteen hundred gingko, sycamore, and honey locust trees on sidewalks within a few years. In the East Village, a group of young people led by an artist named Liz Christy rescued derelict spaces by planting flower boxes and community gardens. They called themselves the Green Guerillas, the twin evocation of nature and warfare summing up some fundamental yet contradictory characteristics of New Yorkers, and perhaps even the city itself—tough, tenacious, yet tender. Uptown, concerned citizens formed the Central Park Conservancy to help salvage and maintain Vaux and Olmsted’s masterpiece in partnership with the city’s Parks Department. In the 1990s, Bette Midler’s New York Restoration Project, founded by the entertainer to restore run-down parks, saved 114 community gardens from being sold off to developers.

			In the following decade, faced with the challenges of climate change, New York became a greener city. On median strips, traffic circles, and street triangles, concrete was torn up to make miniature flower gardens. A million trees were planted in ten years, reinforcing the urban forest. In Long Island City, hulking gantries, emblems of the industry that dominated the waterfront for decades, became the symbols and namesake of a new park, a pleasure ground along the once-bleak shoreline. In the Meatpacking District near the West Side Highway, a disused railroad that had sat abandoned for years was reinvented as a public park. Woodlands shaded by slender birch trees and grasslands woven with prairie flowers sprang up between the railroad tracks, edged against the ziggurat of rooftops that define our skyline. Embracing both the urban and the pastoral, celebrating both the past and the future, Gantry Plaza State Park and the High Line celebrate and incorporate the city’s industrial archaeology into our public parks.

			Whereas Olmsted saw parks as an escape from the city, the landscape architect Michael Van Valkenburgh sees them “as an escape in the city, and therefore an essential part of what a city is.” The East River waterfront in Brooklyn, once a thriving harbor but barren and decrepit since the end of cargo ship operations in 1983, was reimagined by Van Valkenburgh as a sprawling eighty-five-acre park rooted in the concept of a “postindustrial nature.” Materials that existed on the site from its former life were recycled and reinvented as park benches and cladding for new structures. Salt marshes and meadows were re-created to bring back the diverse ecologies that once existed on the shoreline. The reinvention of these waterfronts, notably with Brooklyn Bridge Park, Hudson River Park, and Hunter’s Point South Park, has not only given residents and visitors magnificent and inventive parks but also highlights the city’s vulnerabilities in the age of climate change. In twenty-first-century parks, nature is no longer just the backdrop for human recreation; instead, it claims a vital place in the urban environment. Plants are no longer seen as mere decoration but as part of an ecosystem that supports all life on the planet.

			Vaux and Olmsted made Central Park for the people, but both humans and wildlife now find refuge in New York’s green spaces. A mile of shoreline on Rockaway Beach is reserved during breeding season for piping plovers looking for a place to start a family. Bald eagles, once habitués of the Hudson River’s estuary, have returned to Inwood Hill Park since 2001. The Naval Cemetery Landscape is as much a monarch butterfly way station as it is a memorial meadow, an urban retreat for both local residents and migrating birds and butterflies.

			Today, green spaces take up nearly 15 percent of the city’s 305 square miles. From tiny city lots to acres of old-growth forests, each has its own history, attractions, and interest. The twenty-first-century iteration of Mannahatta has a wealth of green spaces as diverse as its citizens—pristine coastlines and vibrant waterfront parks, resplendent botanical gardens and quirky community gardens, lush esplanades and inventive vest-pocket parks, wildflower meadows and formal flower gardens. They are places where New Yorkers gather, pause, play, chill, learn, and discover, offering not only Olmsted’s “enlarged sense of freedom” but also an amplified sense of wonder and a deeper understanding of our place in the environment. The Mannahatta that the Lenape inhabited for four hundred generations has disappeared forever, its biodiversity replaced by cultural diversity. Nonetheless, its spirit lingers in the three million trees—both native and introduced species—that make up the city’s urban forest, in the more than two hundred species of migrant birds and wildlife that have found their way back to the island as well as new arrivals, and in the hearts of over eight million New Yorkers. The city’s green spaces, as multitudinous as its population, celebrate the uncommon beauty of this urban pastoral, much like a Walt Whitman poem.
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				New York Botanical Garden
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			The Met Cloisters

			

			Top Places for . . .

			Beach Volleyball

			Brooklyn Bridge Park

			Hunter’s Point South Park

			Bird-Watching

			Brooklyn Bridge Park

			Central Park

			Fort Tilden

			Governors Island

			Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge

			Pelham Bay Park

			Prospect Park

			Shirley Chisholm State Park

			Brief Respites

			Albert’s Garden

			The Church of St. Luke in the Fields

			Gil Hodges Community Garden

			Jefferson Market Garden

			Liz Christy Community Garden

			The Lotus Garden

			Paley Park

			The Secret Garden

			Smiling Hogshead Ranch

			Tudor City Greens

			Cherry Blossom Viewing

			Brooklyn Botanic Garden

			Central Park

			Liz Christy Community Garden

			Madison Square Park

			New York Botanical Garden

			Prospect Park

			Contemplation

			Alice Austen House and Garden

			The Church of St. Luke in the Fields

			Fort Tilden

			Franklin D. Roosevelt Four Freedoms State Park

			Irish Hunger Memorial

			Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum

			The Lotus Garden

			Naval Cemetery Landscape

			Flower Gardens

			The Battery

			Brooklyn Botanic Garden

			The Conservatory Garden at Central Park

			The Heather Garden at Fort Tryon Park

			The High Line

			Jefferson Market Garden

			Little Island

			Madison Square Park

			The Met Cloisters

			New York Botanical Garden

			Wave Hill

			West Side Community Garden

			Getaways 

			Bartow-Pell Mansion Garden

			The Japanese Hill-and-Pond Garden at Brooklyn Botanic Garden 

			The Met Cloisters

			New York Botanical Garden 

			New York Chinese Scholar’s Garden

			Wave Hill

			Kayaking 

			Brooklyn Bridge Park 

			Hunter’s Point South Park 

			Pier 26

			Nature Trails

			Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge

			Pelham Bay Park

			Shirley Chisholm State Park

			Picnics

			Brooklyn Bridge Park

			Central Park

			Gantry Plaza State Park

			Governors Island

			Hunter’s Point South Park

			Prospect Park

			Public Art

			Elizabeth Street Garden

			Governors Island

			Green-Wood Cemetery

			The High Line

			Madison Square Park

			Sunset Views

			The Battery

			Brooklyn Bridge Park

			Brooklyn Grange

			Fort Tilden

			Gantry Plaza State Park

			Governors Island

			The Heather Garden at Fort Tryon Park

			Hunter’s Point South Park

			Little Island

			Pier 26

			Pier 44 Waterfront Garden

			Wave Hill
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				Hunter’s Point South Park
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			Prospect Park
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			The Bronx

			

			Pelham Bay Park

			New York Botanical Garden

			Bartow-Pell Mansion Garden

			Wave Hill
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Pelham Bay Park

A wildlife haven and a man-made beach in New York City’s biggest park


	established 1888total acreage 2,772  entrance   Middletown Road and Stadium Avenue public transit Pelham Bay Park 6 website  pelhambaypark.org


		
			In 1876, Frederick Law Olmsted, hired to survey the Bronx, proposed a greenbelt of parkways and parks across the borough more befitting of the natural geography than the grid system in Manhattan. More than a decade later and after much debate, land was purchased to fulfill this vision, giving the borough six new parks. Among them was Pelham Bay Park, which combined twenty-eight private estates for 2,772 acres of parkland—making it the city’s biggest park, at three times the size of Central Park.

			This behemoth boasts two golf courses, a football field, four playgrounds, and numerous ball courts, among other amenities. But the park’s natural attributes are its greatest appeal. Dominated by hundreds of acres of forest and woodland, miles of shoreline hugging Long Island Sound, vast flowering meadows, and bodies of water large and small—from vernal ponds to a big lagoon—Pelham Bay Park contains the wild beauty of the city’s native ecology as well as the many human stories imprinted on this expanse of the city.

			For those interested in reading the history embedded in its landscape, Hunter Island (pictured on the following pages) is a fascinating destination. A peninsula since the 1930s, the island was originally called Laaphawachking (“place of stringing beads”) by the Siwanoys who lived in this area (it was renamed after John Hunter, who built a mansion on the island in the nineteenth century

			
			
			



  New York Botanical Garden

A wonderland for plants from around the world


					
				
	
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

				
			
			


			
			


			
			



			
			



			
			



			





Bartow-Pell Mansion Garden

A formal garden on a nineteenth-century country estate


					
				

			
			
			
			
			
			
			


 Wave Hill

Intimate gardens with magnificent views of the Palisades
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‘A true homage to New York, and an invitation to form an intimate relationship with its parks.”
—Miranda Brooks, landscape architect and Vogue contributing editor

Discovering the City’s Most Treasured Parks and Gardens
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