
Walt Whitman called Central Park “an 
impressive, rich, interminable circus 
on a grand scale.”  Currier and Ives 
saw urbane sophistication in the park’s 
promenade.  Henry James, returning 
from Europe in 1905, was reluctant 
to share the park with “the common 
element,” especially the “polyglot 
Hebraic crowd.”  But a walk through 
the polyglot park was good therapy for 
Woody Allen’s cerebral New Yorkers in 
Hannah and Her Sisters.  In When Harry 
Met Sally, Billy Crystal wooed Meg 
Ryan over drinks at the boathouse.   In 
Ghostbusters, a giant marshmallow man 
terrorized Columbus Circle.  Likewise 
for poet Robert Lowell, the city’s big 
backyard was a sinister place.  In Central 
Park, wrote Lowell in 1965, 

We beg delinquents for our life,
Behind each bush, perhaps a knife;
Each landscaped crag, each flowering shrub, 
Hides a policeman with a club.

In 2003, at age 150, the nation’s first 
landscaped municipal park remains 
central to a city’s sense of itself as a 
center of fashion and taste.  Wealthy 
New Yorkers first conceived of the 
park as an alternative to Broadway for 
fashionable carriage parades.   In 1851, 
the city used its power of eminent 
domain to purchase 778 uptown acres 
of swampy gardens and hog farms.   
With 65 additional acres in 1863, the 
municipal park became the largest in 
the nation and five times larger than all 
other public squares and commons in 
New York at that time.  

The challenge of creating public space 
in the center of commercialism forced 
New Yorkers beyond the English park 
tradition.  Frederick Law Olmstead, 
who submitted the winning design 
with partner Calvert Vaux, an English-
born architect, rejected formal gardens, 
ornamental gates, baseball diamonds, 

and a carnival midway.  Olmstead 
preferred “immunity from urban 
conditions.”  Park buildings would be 
kept to a minimum.  Cross-town traffic 
would be submerged on roads that never 
crossed a pedestrian’s path.  In time the 
park would become, said Olmstead, “a 
democratic development of the highest 
significance.”   Its bucolic setting would 
exercise “a distinctly harmonizing 
and refining influence on the most 
unfortunate and most lawless classes 
of the city—an influence favorable to 
courtesy, self control, and temperance.”   
Two thousand of New York’s Irish and 
others labored for as little as 50 cents 
per day to realize Olmstead’s vision.  
The Civil War-era project at the height 
of construction also employed a bright 
young corps of 34 engineers.  
Today in the park’s sesquicentennial 
year an estimated 25 million are 
expected to visit the urbane nature 
that New York engineered.  Pedestrians 
will cross 47 bridges on 58 miles of 
footpaths.  Visitors will also enjoy 250 
acres of lawn, 150 acres of water, 51 
statues and monuments, and more 
than 6,000 public benches—enough to 
stretch 7 miles.  

Central Park Celebrates 150 Years
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View of Central Park, 1956.  (Carl Van Vechten collection, Library of Congress.)
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Architect Calvert Vaux used naturalistic 
detailing for the cast-iron arch of 1859 Bow 
Bridge spanning the lake in Central Park.  
(National Park Service, Historic American 
Engineering Survey).
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About the Society
• Post queries and receive news 

through infoNOW, an APWA 
networking service free to society 
members. To post a message, 
go to the infoNOW website 
(infonow.apwa.net) and login 
using your e-mail address. 
Alternatively, you may post a 
message by sending an e-mail to: 
pwhs@infonow.apwa.net. 

• Professor Donald J. Pisani and 
William L. Kahrl will be featured 
speakers at a PWHS-sponsored session 
at the APWA Congress & Exposition. 
The session, “Western Water 
Resources: A History of Controversy,” 
will cover the issues in western water 
rights and water supply, which have 
been matters of great controversy 
since the beginning of European 
settlement in the American West. 
Pisani holds the Merrick Chair of 
Western American History at the 
University of Oklahoma in Norman, 
OK.  Kahrl, the author of key books 
on California’s water resources, 
is a senior consultant for Burson 
Marsteller in Sacramento, CA. 

Conferences
• Water technologies will be the 

theme of the third conference of 
the International Water History 
Association in Cairo, Egypt, on 
the 11th-14th December 2003. 
The conference will also host a 
special symposium entitled “The 
Management of Water Resources 
in the Nile Basin.”  See the IWHA 
conference webpage at http://
www.iwha.net/call-for-papers.htm.

• Eighty historians and museum 
professionals are expected to meet 
at Eindhoven Technical University 
in The Netherlands for “The First 
International Conference on the 
History of Transportation, Traffic 
and Mobility,” November 6-9, 2003.  
For conference information and 
registration see www.ECMD.info.  

• St. Louis will host The Society for 
American City and Regional Planning 
History’s tenth biennial meeting, 
November 6-9, 2003.   The society 
is dedicated to the examination 
of the past, present, and future of 
purposeful efforts to shape urban 
life.  See http://www.urban.uiuc.edu/
sacrph/conference/callforpapers.html.

• Gdansk, Poland, will host an 
international “Heritage of 
Technology” conference on May 4-7, 
2005.  Visit their website: 

 http://hotgo4.mech.pg.gda.pl.
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• Sara Wermiel’s Army Engineers’ 
Contribution to the Development of 
Iron Construction in the Nineteenth 
Century, volume 21 in the Society’s 
acclaimed Essays in Public Works 
History, examines early uses of iron 
in fireproof buildings and skeleton 
frame lighthouses. Available for $10 
(members) or $15 (nonmembers) 
from APWA at www.apwa.net/
bookstore. Also available: An Interview 
with Robert C. Esterbrooks; An Interview 
with Myron D. Calkins; Historical 
Photos on CD-Rom; and One Hundred 
Years of Public Works Equipment.  

• Engineer-author Ken Wright will 
be the PWHS luncheon speaker 
at APWA’s Congress in San Diego 
on Monday, August 25th. The 
author of Water for the Anasazi and 
Machu Picchu, Wright will consider 
technologies used by the ancients to 
manage drinking water.

• PWHS is now soliciting manuscripts 
for the 2004 edition of Essays in 
Public Works History. Potential authors 
should submit an abstract of no more 
than 300 words to: Todd Shallat, 
Editor, History Department, Boise 
State University, Boise, ID 83725-
1925; tshalla@boisestate.edu. 
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Websightings
Canals that long ages ago brought industry to the 
English Midlands are now bringing tourists and 
revitalization to the village of Droitwich Spa.  Twenty-
one miles of restored waterway have rejoined the 
Worcester & Birmingham Canal to the navigable River 
Severn.  The British Waterways Association has praised 
the project for restoring 5.6 hectares of reed beds and 
40 historic structures.  For a press release, see:
http://www.worcs.com/dct/press.htm.

•
Tallahassee’s Department of Public Works probes the 
history of the city and Jim Crow segregation in a 
webpage concerning the building and maintenance of 
Greenwood Cemetery; see, http://talgov.com/citytlh/
public_works/gwhistory.html#Intro.

•
Painted Post, New York, traces its water history back to 1906 in a nicely designed 
pictorial webpage; see www.paintedpostny.com/history/default.asp?Chapter=4&Page=1.  
     •
The Augusta Canal has launched its website at www.augustacanal.com. The 1845 
canal remains the South’s best preserved remnant of the vibrant waterway commerce 
that made the City of Augusta the largest inland cotton market in the world.  
Hydraulic power from the canal also ran textile mills.  Preservationists have plans to 
re-integrate the canal into the life of the city.

Miter canal lock, New York.

Recent Dissertations

Anti-depression public works: Federal-aid 
roadbuilding, 1920-1922.  By John Oscar 
Davis. Iowa State University, 2002.  
Davis examines the effects of the federal 
program on unemployment rates and its 
effect on the interstate system.

Paving bodies politic: Government 
fragmentation and infrastructural 
development in the American metropolis 
(New Jersey).  By Richardson Dilworth 
III. The John Hopkins University, 2002. 
Dilworth explores how central city 
politics can affect the city’s geographical 
limits and its class distribution.

Political and institutional history of the port 
of Antwerp (1930-1950) (Belgium).
By Frank Seberechts. Rijksuniversiteit Te 
Gent (Belgium), 2001. This dissertation 
concerns the mid-20th century wartime 
politics of public construction and the 
international factors that played into the 
port’s design.  

The Palenque Mapping Project: Settlement 
and urbanism at an ancient Maya city 
(Mexico). By Edwin Lawrence Barnhart. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2001. 
Barnhart provides new research on this 
extensive pre-Colombian site, which 
includes more than 1,400 structures, 
among them aqueducts and drainage 
canals.

Engines of ideology: Urban renewal in 
Rostock, Germany 1990-2000. By Susan 
Diane Mazur. University of California, 
Riverside, 2002. Mazur provides insight 
into the endeavors of a post-socialist 
Baltic city to find its identity in historic 
preservation through planning or 
organic or vernacular development.

San Diego’s Public Works
APWA San Diego Congress-goers can 
savor a city with a proud and exotic 
tradition of 20th century construction.  
Highlights include:  

1910 First leg of San Diego & Arizona 
Railway reaches Agua Caliente.

1914 City opens Panama-California 
Exposition in Balboa Park.

1915 City opens 23,000 seat Balboa 
Stadium—nation’s largest.

1916   San Diego Zoo opens.

1923   Navy opens training center at 
Point Loma.

1927   Lindbergh departs from Rockwell 
field in Spirit of St. Louis.

1929   Fox opens 2,400 seat cinema—
now home to the symphony.

1933  Natural History Museum opens.

1936   Works Progress Administration 
builds Del Mar Fairgrounds.

1938   City opens San Diego Civil Center.

1939   Naval Air Station at Miramar 
opens on the former site of Camp Kearny.

1942  Marines build Camp Pendleton.  

1947   San Diego Aqueduct taps 
Colorado River

1949   San Diego’s last electric streetcar 
completes its run.  Fiesta Bahia celebrates 
the opening of the new Mission Bay Park.

1954   Public Library opens.  University 
of San Diego founded.

1958   Interstate Highway 8 opens 
throughout Mission Valley while 
construction on a second aqueduct starts.

1964   The University of California at 
San Diego opens the La Jolla campus.  
Sea World opens.  

1969   San Diego-Coronado Bridge 
replaces ferry service.  Old Town 
becomes state park.

1978   Fires destroy Old Globe Theatre 
and the 1915 Electric Building.

1980   The San Diego Trolley is the first 
in the city’s new rail transit system.

1985   Downtown redevelopment opens 
Horton Plaza and reopens US Grant Hotel. 
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Five hundred years before the Indians 
discovered Columbus, one thousand 
years before Congress, in 1906, 
acted to preserve mysterious ruins in 
southwestern Colorado at Mesa Verde 
National Park, prehistoric builders 
and farmers transformed an American 
desert with remarkable public works.  
The Anasazi—or “ancient ones” in 
the Navajo language—built cliffside 
apartment houses, grain storehouses, 

terraced fields, community centers, 
watchtowers, and roads.  But how on 
a riverless mesa did the ancients store 
enough water to sustain a concentrated 
population?   Kenneth R. Wright’s 
Water for the Anasazi, volume 22 of the 
society’s Essays in Public Works History, 
refutes the conventional wisdom.  Well 
organized and surprisingly sophisticated, 
the Anasazi, says Wright, maintained 
some community water projects for 

more than 300 years.  Water for the 
Anasazi, free to society members, will 
be available for purchase in September 
from the APWA at www.apwa.net/
bookstore/.   The book will make its 
debut at the APWA Bookstore at the 
International Congress and Exposition 
in San Diego in August.  

Pictured: Cliff Palace at Mesa Verde, 1918 
(Library of Congress).  

Essay Unlocks Mystery at Mesa Verde


