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So the need for natural places, for what Olmsted called the
*scenic,” was really something that only unfolded within
his lifetime and became even more significant over the
decades. The American population increased eightfold

in Olmsted’s lifetime, between 1822 and 1903. It was
necessary then to figure out ways that the landscape could
be conserved 5o that the health-giving properties of the
natural world were available to a wide range of people,
particularly in the urban areas.

Olmsted felt the "scenic® could breed good mental and
physical health, not to mention social democracy. In what
ways could parkscapes achieve these lofty goals?

He really took a holistic view of mental health, of physical
health, He thought nature had a role in that. He was very
conscious of the fact that the rich could afford to go to the
Adirondacks for a month in the summer or get on a steamaer
and go to London and do whatever they wanted, The poor
worked six days a week and couldnt go anywhere except
maybe to this park that was within walking distance of their
home and geot recreative health. There was a restorative
power to the natural world that he believed in for poor
people as well as the rich.

What do you think is the most important product of the
partnership between Olmsted and Richardson? What do
we have that we wouldn’t have had if they hadn’t come
together?

1 think the lesson their collaboration sent to the next
generation was integrating a site with a building ~ how to
make a building look as if it grew out of that site, Probably
the most memorable structure is the [Ames] Gate Lodge
lin Massachusetts). It’s this little homunculus of a building;
it's this pile of stones that looks like it’s lived there forever. |
think that kind of eternal connection of building to a place
that was designed by a glacier zillions of years ago — that
connection of landscape and structure — is maybe their
greatest legacy.

Richardson was the most admired architect of his time, yet

his name is unfamiliar to most people today. Has his legacy

endured in any way?

A year before Richardsen’s death in 1886, 75 architects and
builders were surveyed as to what they thought were the

finest American buildings. And 85% said Richardsen's Trinity

Church of Boston was the finest building, and of the top 10,
five were Richardson’s buildings. Two of the architects who
became pretty dominant in the next generation, Charles
Follen McKim and Stanford White, were former apprentices
of Richardson. They formed a firm called McKim, Mead and
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White in New York that was influential at the turn of the
20th century.

Last summer, wildfire threatened the Sequola Grove at the
heart of Yosemite National Park. Olmsted led early efforts to
establish this park, noting the importance of preserving the
area while allowing access to it. If Olmsted were alive, would
he think we’re doing enough to protect natural areas?

No. That's the easy answer. | wish Olmsted were alive for
any number of reasons. But more than anything else, | wish
Clmsted were alive because | like to say that he could see
the future. Because he could. When you design a landscape,
you have to see the future in some fairly pedestrian way.

If you plant a tree when it's a sapling, you can’t plant it too
close to the house because pretty scon it's going to be too
big. I've made that mistake. Olmsted didn't. In that sense,
he could see the future of a landscape. But he didn't merely
see how big a tree would grow. He could see not only
decades but | think generations into the future, and the
survival of his parks as more or less unchanged speaks

to that.

I wish he were alive because | think he would have ideas
about what we should be doing in our cities, in cur parks, to
minimize the damage of global warming. I think he would
have been all over this for decades. A couple of years ago,
there was a hurnicane that flooded downtown Boston, and
there were a whole bunch of skyscrapers on the waterfront
that had three feet of water in their lobbles. The waterworks
that he had designed managed that water 5o that his parks
didn’t get ruined in the way that everything around those
skyscrapers did. If he were in charge in our time, he'd have
some good answers for us. )
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