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Reading this Book

Using Design with Nature as a point of departure in any discussion on city 
planning and urban design carries a burden: addressing the concept of 
nature as McHarg considered it and, as important, how it resides in the 
American psyche. 

Chapter 1 addresses the first of these points, both as a promise and 
pitfall to “designing with nature.” For the uninitiated, the first chapter also 
lays out the basic tenets of McHarg’s ecological method, how it was em-
ployed as a land-planning tool, and to what effect. 

Chapter 2 addresses the second point: how the idea of nature has been 
embraced as a cultural construct, namely the myth of a boundless wilder-
ness. The idea of nature is also examined in the context of infrastructure 
and the many ways it has shaped the landscape, leading, ultimately to the 
managed compartmentalization of wild lands within the urban domain. 

Chapter 3 summarizes the post-myth reality of the urban domain from 
an environmental standpoint, especially as related to public health. Also 
discussed are the trends pointing toward development densification and, as 
a corollary, the value of green infrastructure as an enabling agent of urban 
health and wellness. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the elements of green infrastructure and the 
ways it can improve the urban environment. The landmark study, Green-
Plan Philadelphia, is presented as a guide. Focus is given to carbon seques-
tration, climate mitigation, stormwater management, watershed restora-
tion, and active mobility. The chapter concludes with a brief examination 
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of Anne Spirn’s thesis of urban ecology as the city-focused antipode to 
McHarg’s Design with Nature.

Chapter 5 examines ecology from an ethical standpoint and its meaning 
in the context of urban planning and design. The question is viewed through 
the philosophy of G.W. Leibniz and its critique by French philosopher Gilles 
Deleuze, especially as it concerns matter and spirit as a syncretism by which 
to understand and develop place-specific ecologies. Baroque architecture is 
examined as an expression of such syncretism, providing also a guide for the 
pursuit of an ecologically-based “unity of the arts.” 

Chapter 6 discusses the central role of community identity and en-
gagement in the derivation of place ecologies and, within this context, what 
the work of the designer entails: Is the open, democratic process of deci-
sion-making compatible with the goal of design excellence? 

Chapter 7 introduces the necessity of art as a means to elevate green 
infrastructure and localism as the ore of place-poetics; that is, the means 
by which urban environments can induce wonder, provide inspiration, and 
affect rootedness as a derivative of biocultural specificity. The progression 
of public art from the 1960s onwards is reviewed as a way to underscore 
the emergence and ultimate potential of the genre as a form of civic infra-
structure. 

Chapter 8 examines the relevance of the preceding concepts in the 
context of Dallas, Texas, a city that has made strides toward attaining a 
sustainable future. A detailed review of the Trinity River Corridor Project 
(TRCP) is provided as an example of the ongoing effort to recast the core 
area of the city as a transit- and recreation-oriented, mixed use green and 
art-inspired environment. 

Chapter 9 discusses the ultimate aim of green infrastructure, localism, 
and public art, namely the ecological equivalent of a climax urban envi-
ronment, or sustaining urban “end-state.” “Climax City” is introduced as 
a theoretical planning and design model, scaled around three constructs: 
City as Landscape, Community as Park, and Building as Garden. 

To end, Chapter 10 posits the possible adoption of a “climax cities” 
program as an environmental, economic, and national security priority. 
Discussed are issues of densification, supply and demand, the return on 
investment of green infrastructure as a densification catalyst, and the role 
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of government toward effecting change. The conclusion is clear and sim-
ple—the urgency with which McHarg approached the conservation of land 
from an ecological standpoint must now be turned toward the densification 
of American cities, with a new view of ecology applied toward a sustainable 
future. 

In conceiving this work, I admit without apology a bias toward land-
scape architecture. This bias is informed by the notion that “environment” 
suffuses every aspect of the city-building enterprise, one that requires a 
holistic mindset such as McHarg professed and taught. It is a bias, too, 
that regards the disposition and function of public spaces as weighing as 
much or more on the quality of urban environment as the totality of build-
ings therein. By extension, I also profess a bias against the traditional di-
chotomy between “building” and “landscape,” favoring instead a more fluid 
exchange between “inside” and “outside,” one in which light, air, water, 
energy, vegetation, food production, social exchange, and, yes, art exist as 
mediating systems. These conceptions have Design with Nature as a source; 
yet they reach beyond this most inspired call for rational and informed 
design by turning the focus upon the one wilderness that has yet to attain 
ecological health: our cities. 

Ian L. McHarg died in 2001. A Quaker service was held at a Meeting 
Hall near his home set deep in the pastoral setting of Chester County, 
outside of Philadelphia. In true Quaker fashion, people spoke of his life, 
achievements, and impact upon individuals and society at large. Many re-
mained silent, introspection stirring, waiting, perhaps, for another oppor-
tunity to offer a measured view of his legacy in the context of a rapidly 
changing world.
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Chapter 1. Design with Nature: 

Promise and Pitfalls

In order to endure we must maintain the great cornucopia which is 
our inheritance. It is clear that we must look deeper to the values 
which we hold. These must be transformed if we are to reap the bounty 
and create that fine visage for the home of the brave and the land of 
the free.1

—Ian. L. McHarg, Design with Nature, p.5                                                                                                                    

I knew little of ecological complexity while attending architecture school 
in Miami in the early 1970s. I knew less about the Florida Everglades, the 
“River of Grass” so dubbed by writer-environmentalist Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas in an effort to mitigate the insidiously ignorant reference to the 
place as a “swamp.” And yet there I was, standing along the side of Alligator 
Alley, the two-lane road between Miami and Naples that cuts through the 
heart of the Everglades, admiring the emergent sawgrass for as far as the 
eye could see. 

The occasion was the study of Cheekees, the airy thatched structures that 
have sheltered the goods and people of the Miccosukee tribe for centuries. 
Many of them remain in use as part of a small roadside village conveniently 
close to the Miami city limits. Some serve as a marker for flat-bottom boats, 
watercraft that can traverse standing water or emergent reeds and sawgrass 
equally well. Farther into the Everglades, dome-shaped stands of cypress trees 
can be seen dotting the watery expanse, capturing in their verticality the ever-
shifting play between bright light and passing shade. It is a mesmerizing land-
scape, less for any single standout feature than for the measured pace of its 
diurnal and seasonal change (see Figure 1.1). 

About the time I turned in for review a meticulously scaled replica of a 
Cheekee, another expansive grassland became etched in my mind, this time 
via a documentary, Multiply . . . and Subdue the Earth. The on-screen image 
showed a vast Midwestern meadow with nary a vertical counterpoint save 
for a tall, mustachioed man standing resolute amid the vegetation: Ian L. 
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McHarg. Many people became acquainted with McHarg through this docu-
mentary. It was, for me, a momentous introduction. I cannot recall the details 
of the script, but the message through McHarg’s voice was clear: the time was 
here and now to protect the earth and guide humankind to a shared, mutually 
beneficial existence with nature.

I had to be part of it. What little I had seen of the Everglades made it 
so. I then rushed to the campus bookstore and purchased McHarg’s book, 
Design with Nature, which bore an endorsement on the back cover, calling 
it “the most important book of the century.” 

One can only guess what must have crossed McHarg’s mind a few 
years later when I unfolded a design portfolio before him in the hope of 
gaining admittance to the master of landscape architecture program he 
chaired at the University of Pennsylvania. Following undergraduate stud-
ies I had found work in a small Miami landscape architecture office special-
izing in planning single-family subdivisions—many of them showcasing 
cookie-cutter homes spaced along curving roadways and cul-de-sacs set 
comfortably over excavated Everglades marl and crushed oolite limestone. 
Plans of this development lay open on his desk, including planting schemes 

Figure 1.1. A cypress dome rises out of the “River of Grass” in the Florida Everglades. The trees take 

root in shallow solution holes that over time accumulate layers of organic material, deeper at the center 

and shallower at the edges. 
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festooned with rubber-stamped trees. Absent in the presentation was any 
recognition of an underlying ecology or sensitivity to the bygone South 
Florida landscape, an omission that surely helped intensify McHarg’s re-
demptive educational mission. He offered the eager presenter a scholar-
ship on the spot, contingent on first completing introductory courses in 
biology and earth sciences. 

Following this coursework, I returned to the Everglades and was able 
for the first time to truly marvel at its water-powered ecology: majestic 
nimbus clouds, deep into the landscape, with feathery anvils 60,000 feet up 
in the air and with furious, dark underbellies lashing at the sawgrass below, 
literal gushers of life to myriad creatures large and small, from the Ameri-
can alligator to the Florida apple snail. As hydrology goes, few places on 
earth offer evidence of the daily exchange between land and sky at such a 
grand and palpable scale. There is inherent beauty in nature’s work, all the 
more so if one knows how and why it is so.  

This, above all else, was McHarg’s pedagogical intent: to teach impres-
sionable young people—architects especially—how nature works and, in 
doing so, fortify their commitment to and skill at designing with it. This 
was the clarion sounded by Design with Nature. Enhanced by McHarg’s  
fervent writing style, the book set the stage for a magnificent indoctrina-
tion, one that begat many apostles of the faith, including me. 

And so, many years later, it surprised no one gathered to interview con-
sultants for the preparation of a master plan for the South Livermore Val-
ley in California when this author and his partner, Stephen Hammond, 
summoned the promise of Design with Nature as the best way to develop 
the valley while preserving and even enhancing its natural and rural beauty. 
It was 1997 and we had at our disposal the best possible precedent with 
which to support our claim: the Plan for the Valleys,2 prepared three de-
cades earlier by McHarg and his partner David Wallace. Echoes of this 
celebrated project filled the conference room as landowners, community 
representatives, and City of South Livermore and Alameda County plan-
ning officials listened to WRT’s statements of approach and qualifications. 
(More on the South Livermore Specific Plan in Chapter 3).

The key to the pitch was “fitness,” the idea that the proper analysis 
of environmental factors—geology, hydrology, soils, vegetation, wildlife, 
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among others—can bring to light a landscape’s intrinsic suitability for a 
given land use program, be it development or conservation.  

Ecology as a Promised Land
Fitness is the ultimate aim of Design with Nature, the path toward envi-
ronmental health and beauty. McHarg based the truth of this thesis on the 
multifarious ways in which organisms adapt in the struggle for survival 
and the resulting correlation between natural form and ecological func-
tion. This was the lesson he hammered home year after year to the gradu-
ate students who came from across the globe to study under his wing. To 
McHarg, nature’s own bent towards fitness was a creative act:   

Evolution consists of a tendency towards increasing fitness where-
by the organism adapts the environment to make it more fitting 
and, through mutation and natural selection, adapts itself towards 
the same end. As the process of fitting exhibits the direction from 
simplicity to complexit . . . it corresponds to the most creative 
processes on earth. Processes whereby the system reverts from 
complexity to simplicity . . . are therefore entropic and destructive. 
These are two polar conditions, the first creative fitting and the 
other destructive and unfitting. The measure of fitness and fitting 
is evolutionary survival, success of the species or ecosystems, and, 
in the short run, health.3

These are among the most significant words in Design with Nature—its 
very promise. They underscore the view that only the mutually beneficial 
adaptation between humans and nature—between a development program 
and a site’s underlying ecology—can be considered fit and, therefore, creative. 

Listening to McHarg speak about fitness could be a revelatory experi-
ence. Three vital arguments spewed forth. First, that the process of plan-
ning and design was deterministic, one that was based on factual infor-
mation leading to defensible conclusions. If there was nothing arbitrary 
about nature’s work, then neither should there be in the work of man (so 
long as ecological health was the overriding goal). Second, that the concept 
of ecological health applied seamlessly to all scales of inquiry, from the 
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region to the specific site. Accordingly, the artifice of property lines and 
political boundaries was meaningless, a patently un-ecological way to view 
the world perpetuated by misguided bureaucrats, mapmakers, and school 
teachers the world over. And third, that addressing fitness required the ex-
pertise of multiple disciplines—of designers, planners, and scientists alike, 
the latter providing the requisite exactitude in pursuit of fact and defensi-
bility. These were the attributes that made McHarg’s vision transcendent: 
it was not merely a way to practice a profession but also a way to change the 
world, site by site, region by region, in lock-step with others.

However, McHarg neatly divided the world between that which was 
fit and that which was not. Nature was fit, cities were unfit. He regarded 
cities as “scabrous” entities: grimy, scummy, vermin infested, and beset by 
disease—a Dantesque form of earthly imprisonment. Few cities exempli-
fied this ugly predicament more than his hometown of Glasgow, Scotland. 
He lamented the city’s careless growth and its impact on the wildlife he 
cherished as a young lad:    

Lark and curlew, grouse and thrush had gone, the caged canary 
and the budgerigar their mere replacements.  No more fox and 
badger, squirrel and stoat, weasel and hedgehog but now only cat 
and dog, rats and mice, lice and fleas.4  

The Layer Cake
McHarg’s views of cities are succinctly conveyed by the cover of the first 
edition of Design with Nature: a dark, foreboding skyline, diminished by the 
weight of its own fowl air and grime. It is in the perceived stark contrast 
between city and nature where the soul of Design with Nature resides. He 
spared no word, no critique, in advocating nature as the source of health 
and well-being—a paradisiacal ecology. The challenge was figuring out 
how to inhabit this ecology without ruining it; in other words, how to live 
in paradise. The solution was the “layer cake,” the method by which scores 
of students learned how to decode a site’s ecology and assess its suitability 
for urban development.

A precursor to the geographic information systems that support every 
modern-day planning practice, the Layer Cake was built of strata represent-
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Figure 1.2. The Valleys are approximately 10 miles NNW of Downtown Baltimore; the Baltimore 

Beltway, I-695, is in the foreground.  The Plan envisioned single-family home clusters tucked in the 

forested slopes and plateaus framing the valleys, which are valuable aquifer recharge areas.

ing individual natural factors such as bedrock geology, aquifer recharge areas, 
slopes, soils, vegetation, and the like. From this representation, one assessed 
where, say, homes or a highway could best be located without upsetting the 
natural ecology. Layers of information were gathered from a variety of sourc-
es, including the U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
and aerial photography. Prior to the advent of computer-based mapping, a 
site’s ecological attributes had to be graphically superimposed by means of 
color markers applied on transparent sheets of mylar, a tedious exercise that 
nonetheless could produce astoundingly beautiful results.  
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The Plan for the Valleys
In the early 1960s McHarg applied the “layer cake” to the planning of the 
Green Spring, Worthington, and Caves Valleys near Baltimore. Known as 
The Plan for the Valleys, the project area comprised approximately 14,000 acres 
outside the Baltimore Beltway (I-695), more than ten miles from the city’s 
downtown. In this pioneering effort, the layering of ecological data pointed to 
the preservation of the flatlands in favor of development on the valley walls or 
the forested as well as unforested plateaus—a counter-intuitive result. More 
than 26,000 dwellings were proposed, distributed in residential clusters, ham-
lets, and village centers. Parks, greenways, and natural areas flowed through 
the development zones, constituting in open land and community facilities 
nearly one-third of the total project area (see Figure 1.2).

Economists retained by Wallace and McHarg projected a $7 million 
greater return on the sale of land based on the proposed conservation plan 
rather than under an uncontrolled growth scenario. The plan thus demon-
strated, at least on paper, that ecologically-informed development could be 
both environmentally sound and profitable. The Plan for the Valleys was “fit” 
and “creative”—a new and powerful way to direct development toward and 
within exurbia. Rather than expunging nature, The Plan for the Valleys let 
development coexist with it.  To McHarg, this seminal achievement point-
ed to a redefinition of the American landscape, fortified by the promise of 
a fulfilled populace:

The United States awaits a large-scale demonstration of a beauti-
ful landscape developed with wisdom, skill and taste, the evolution 
of a process which can produce a noble and ennobling physical 
environment, a step towards the American Dream.5 

Except that it never happened. Wallace and McHarg had argued that a 
private real estate syndicate and conservation trust were needed to manage 
the open land and equitably distribute the profits from land sales among 
the 250 landowners who had signed on for the project. This did not come 
to pass, and without such a legal foundation the implementation of the plan 
languished. It also did not help that a series of economic recessions in the 
1970s effectively arrested the expansion of urban development into Balti-
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more’s prized rural landscape. Without growth pressures, why fuss over a 
complicated and contentious legal implementation mechanism? An update 
to The Plan for the Valleys was prepared by WRT in 1989, but it too failed 
to institutionalize a transfer of development rights. In his memoir, David 
Wallace rendered the verdict: 

The County, the Baltimore Regional Planning Council, and the 
State of Maryland all adopted the plan ‘in principle’.  Damaging 
zoning changes and inappropriate utility and highway layouts 
[were] perverted, or coerced into conformance. But unfortunately 
the Valleys cannot be considered, as has been touted, to be the first 
successful large-scale example in America of humane development 
and conservation of the countryside by citizen action.6  

William Roberts, McHarg’s long-time partner and an esteemed land-
scape architect in his own right, asserts that the Plan “at least protected 
valued scenery, although to the benefit of a social elite and for no better 
reason than the projected growth in Baltimore County did not materialize” 
(author’s recollection of a conversation with Roberts on the subject). By 
“social elite” Roberts is alluding to the wealthy homeowners who prize the 
valleys’ horse-breeding and fox-hunting setting. The Plan’s exclusionary 
motive was emblazoned above the report’s preamble by a hand-drawn vista 

Figure 1.3. Owing to the absence of a transfer of development rights, Wallace’s economic projections, 

attached to McHarg’s ecological planning method, were never tested.  The Valleys today have not 

appreciably changed since the plan, except for strip commercial development along adjoining highways.
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of one of the valleys, with two horsemen admiring the countryside, de-
void of development save for a distant residential manor (see figure 1.3). A 
drive through the valleys today reveals nothing more than scattered homes 
wedged in the woods or poking out into open fields, a low-density pattern 
of development at the very low end of the density spectrum.  

Still, The Plan for the Valleys remains a monument to the vision McHarg 
professed in Design with Nature. It certified that through a rational plan-
ning method, communities could well grow outside the grime of cities 
while preserving the intrinsic ecological and social value of the exurban 
landscape. To landowners and developers operating in the rural milieu, this 
was and still is sweet music, exaltation to the idea that home buyers intent 
on escaping the city can have a home amid a preserved natural or rural 
landscape. 

Many firms have profited from the planning and design of “environ-
mentally correct” suburban development in greenfield sites. As with WRT, 
many have been led by graduates of McHarg’s landscape architecture pro-
gram at the University of Pennsylvania. Some, like Rahenkamp Sacks Wells 
Associates, made suburban planning virtually their sole brand. I worked 
part-time at RSWA while attending Penn. Hours upon hours were spent 
constructing maps of environmental factors justifying the layout of new 
homes in rural New Jersey and elsewhere. Much of this work was done 
in support of legal arguments intended to secure development permits. 
Land use attorneys were often consulted about how best to represent the 
land’s intrinsic fitness for development. Rendering environmental factors 
in graphic layers for judges and lawyers to decipher was a recurrent chal-
lenge. The “environmental composite” graphic became a tool of persua-
sion, a way to legally record the avoidance or mitigation of environmental 
impact relative to the layout of roadways and home sites. Economic analy-
ses were conducted to confirm the optimum development intensity and 
mix of uses and building types. Finally, a development plan was drafted 
closely matching the regulatory bounds. The result: idyllic communities in 
the hinterland, miles from urban centers. 

The rural milieu, of course, would not have existed as developable 
land if not for the federal subsidy of interstate highways, which brought 
vast regions of open land within reasonable commuting distance of urban 



reconsidering ian mcharg

10

employment centers. The growth pressures that precipitated The Plan for 
the Valleys would not have materialized had it not been for three inter-
state highways that bound the place: I-695, I-795, and I-83. It would have 
been well within McHarg’s ecological acumen to condemn the extension 
of highways into pristine areas. Cleary, the best way to protect a sensitive 
landscape is to restrict access to it. However, configuring environmentally-
acceptable highways is given prominent mention in Design with Nature. 
The book goes into great depth in demonstrating how the “layer cake” 
could reveal the most advantageous alignment of a five-mile stretch of the 
Richmond Parkway in southern Staten Island. The same method was ap-
plied to a section of Interstate 95 in New Jersey between Philadelphia and 
Trenton. Regarding such road-building enterprises, McHarg wrote: 

Within limits set by points of origin and destinations, responsive 
to physiographic obstructions and the pressure of social values, 
the highway can be used as a conscious public policy to create new 
and productive land uses…7 

Through the ecological planning method, McHarg was certain that high-
ways could be better designed and built, facilitating a more rational regional 
pattern of development. Given current concerns about carbon emissions, 
however, it is difficult to accept that Design with Nature prescribed an envi-
ronmentally, economically, and socially sound way to increase their output.  

Abetting Sprawl, Failing the Inner City
Since the advent of the National Environmental Policy Act in 1969, thou-
sands of miles of highways have been constructed nationwide in accor-
dance with environmental review processes that generally follow McHarg’s 
pioneering methods for the evaluation of ecological, economic, and social 
impact. More important, ecological planning as a basis for environmen-
tal review has been widely used in the adjudication of urban development 
upon lands rendered accessible by federal and state highways. Such growth 
overwhelmingly benefitted the white middle class, facilitating their flight 
from the inner city and leaving in their wake a disadvantaged class—Afri-
can Americans mostly—in blighted urban conditions.
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Having the white middle class leave the city for greener suburbs and 
commute to and from work along fresh new highways was the predictable 
outcome of federal transportation, economic development, and even nation-
al defense policies. To a majority of Americans it was the rational thing to 
do, especially as a response to perceived inner city crime and social upheaval. 

Caused by a chronic lack of affordable housing, economic inequalities, 
and police brutality, tensions exploded within inner city African American 
enclaves soon after the enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Trig-
gered by the arrest of a black motorist, the 1965 Watts riots in Los Angeles 
left 34 people dead and more than a thousand injured. In 1967, the unfair 
arrest of a black cab driver in Newark, New Jersey, caused public confron-
tations with police that left 26 people dead and more than 700 injured. A 
scant week later, a Detroit police raid on a local African American hangout 
sparked a riot that over five days left 43 people dead and more than 1,100 
injured.

These and similar events throughout the nation crystallized the plight 
of African American communities, fueling black militancy. The assassina-
tion of Dr. Martin Luther King in April 1968 triggered another wave of 
riots in virtually every major U.S. city, adding further impetus to the aban-
donment of urban core areas by the white middle class. Many commut-
ing highways hovered over the poverty below, having wiped out swaths of 
well-established African American neighborhoods through the exercise of 
eminent domain. For example, the extension of a section of I-95 north of 
downtown Miami effectively destroyed the historic Overtown community 
in 1968, displacing 10,000 people from their homes.8 In Washington, D.C., 
Interstate 295 was completed a year earlier, at the edge of the historic Af-
rican American community of Anacostia, effectively separating it from the 
Anacostia River—and the rest of the city. The highway is a noisy, carbon-
spewing barrier to the low-income hillside residents, but a speedy conduit 
in and out of the city for the suburban residents of Prince George’s County, 
many of them commuting government workers. 

Earth Day was instituted in April 1969, an apogean event in the course 
of the environmental movement. McHarg was a leading figure in Philadel-
phia’s inaugural event (reputedly the nation’s largest), which included the 
participation of Edmund Muskie, Ralph Nader, and Alan Ginsberg among 
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other environmental advocates. It was celebrated barely a year after the na-
tion was beset by angry black mobs rightfully protesting the state of their 
lot. How many miles of highways have been built since then? How many 
square miles of development laid out on pastoral land? How many mil-
lions have chosen suburban over urban life in the name of personal safety 
and health? How is it possible that the Civil Rights Act proclaimed racial 
desegregation while the government at the same time was sanctioning, 
through a massive highway building program, the residential separation 
between blacks and whites? Under such backdrop, to inner city African 
Americans the concept of “design with nature” would have been at best 
incomprehensible, at worst regarded as yet another instrument for their 
own suppression by the privileged class. 

McHarg was well convinced that the understanding of ecological process 
had as much relevance to the planning of cities as it did to the hinterland. 
Several case studies of urban land are included in Design with Nature. He 
explained at length the underlying geology and hydrology of the nation’s 
capital, for example, as well as the physiography of the Piedmont and Coastal 
Plain and how the seam between them influenced the location of major fed-
eral buildings, such as the U.S. Capitol. Missing, however, are references to 
the condition of the urban environment and its impact upon affected commu-
nities. Not one word, for example, about the Anacostia River and its abysmal 
water quality, the result of combined sewer outfalls and overland pollution. 
Or about the shaping of the river by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and 
the ensuing environmental degradation which, along with toxic landfills and 
soot-spewing power plants on its southern shore, further isolated the impov-
erished Anacostia African American hillside communities. 

This omission is surprising given McHarg’s high regard of Olmsted’s 
legacy, especially in light of Frederick Law Olmsted Jr.’s work in Wash-
ington D.C.  As a member of the McMillan commission, Olmsted Jr. pro-
moted the creation of a water-oriented park in the upper reaches of the 
Anacostia River, to include water-cleansing wetlands. Olmsted Jr., in effect, 
was attempting to follow his father’s success in the fens of Boston. 

And yet, in the context of the inner city, the idea of a “working nature” 
is absent in Design with Nature. McHarg’s master theory was focused, rath-
er, on the salutary effects of nature well beyond established urban areas (as 
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exemplified by the Plan for the Valleys). Out of focus was the nature of cities, 
especially those associated with poor, racially segregated communities. As 
discussed in Chapter 4, it would take 15 years following the publication of 
Design with Nature for the idea of an urban ecology to become prominent-
ly discussed within the landscape architecture profession—by Anne Spirn, 
McHarg’s student and his successor at Penn. And even then, this laudable 
effort was but a whimper in comparison to the environmentally sanctioned 
production of suburbia, which continued to roar through the twentieth 
century up to the collapse of the housing market in 2010.  

It would be wrong to attribute the relative abandonment of core urban 
areas to Design with Nature. Still, McHarg’s thesis abetted white flight from 
cities, delivering both the ethical foundation and technical means by which 
a “scabrous” urbanity could be left behind in favor of an “idyllic” lifestyle 
amid a natural setting. 

Design with Which Nature? 
McHarg’s pedagogy toward ecological design ultimately rested in the no-
tion of a natural realm bigger than humankind, one of immense richness 
and answering in its intractable complexity to the divine. Humans are on 
earth, he would argue, to be guardians of this realm: “What better concern 
can there be than nature? What better role than to be a modest steward?”9 
(McHarg’s deification of nature tilted toward pantheism, not to “an ulti-
mate God, but to lesser yet probably palpable manifestations,” by which 
he meant Gaia.)

McHarg believed that, to exercise such stewardship, nature’s richness and 
complexity had to be understood, its sustaining power unlocked and man-
aged with due cognition of its governing laws. Design with Nature illustrates 
the point through a fictional astronaut who strives to understand the inter-
relationship and value of finite natural resources in pursuit of a self-sustaining 
eco-system (i.e., his own abode in outer space). I was so taken by this science 
fictional approach to ecology that while at Penn I lobbied for and received 
McHarg’s permission to take an elective course on space exploration. The 
course was focused on space habitation technologies and the means to harvest 
the moon, Mars, and other planets in support of orbital life. The textbook was 
Gerard K. O’Neil’s The High Frontier: Human Colonies in Space.10 Assessing the 
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suitability of any sidereal abode—especially ours—begs the question of na-
ture, its value, and the degree to which it should be managed. Three distinct 
scenarios come to mind. 

Scenario One magnifies the course we are on: the relentless exploita-
tion of natural resources leading to a transformed planet with an altered 
landscape and changed climate. Polar ice caps melt, extreme weather inten-
sifies, lowlands everywhere become submerged, and the planet convulses 
through increased tectonic activity. In this scenario, humanity accepts the 
extinction of many animal and plant species, reducing them either to zo-
ological and botanical displays or samples in gene banks for the benefit 
of scientific research. As a corollary, animals and plants that help support 
human nourishment, physical health and psychological comfort are pre-
served, domesticated or genetically improved according to the needs and 
desires at hand. By the standard of biocentrism—the belief that species 
have rights of fair treatment and should be allowed to thrive and perish 
without human interference—this scenario represents doomsday. On the 
other hand, to those who accept the Biblical call for humans to “dominate 
and subdue the Earth,” the domestication of nature is not a bad result at all; 
it is simply the “natural” thing to occur. Such basic denial of the humanity’s 
responsibility toward the well-being of the mother ship inspired McHarg 
to fight against it to the core of his being, in the process defining his mis-
sion as teacher, lecturer, and practitioner. 

Scenario Two might be the antithesis of the first, the total preservation 
of nature. Here, humanity is struck by a deep love of all biota, its infinite 
complexity and life-giving beauty. Overcome with collective guilt over the 
planet’s diminished ecology, world leaders embark on a millennial resto-
ration project: the transport of every human being to an orbital world, 
allowing animals and plants to recolonize the Earth and adapt anew in 
a depopulated environment. As a prize, people high above marvel at the 
wild spectacle below through remotely-gathered imagery transmitted in 
real time to every living pod. Precisely managed high-tech ecology within 
each pod produces the requisite water, air, food, and waste treatment. Ev-
ery water, air, and organic molecule is valued as a shared vital resource. 
Astro-ecologists reign supreme, governing over every aspect of civic and 
political life. Individuality is eradicated from the natural resource equation, 
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transferred instead to the realm of the arts, especially the digital pixilation 
of the virtual facades that define living and working quarters. Earth Day, 
April 22, becomes that start of the calendar year, supplanting the old time-
keeping system. 

Scenario Three would be the middle ground between the first two. Cit-
ies, farmland and wilderness areas become distinctly defined and geograph-
ically separated from each other. Regions of wild lands in every biome are 
accorded natural conservation and regeneration status. Within them only 
dispersed towns and villages are permitted, mainly as loci for ecotourism 
and scientific research. Initiatives such as the Buffalo Commons become a 
reality, with a vast swath of land from Montana to Texas reverting to short-
grass prairie and inviting herds of buffalo to once again roam freely in 
impressive numbers. Similarly, the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration 
Plan acquires a new lease on life, with federal funds appropriated under 
enthusiastic bipartisan congressional cooperation. The channelized Kis-
simmee River is permitted to reestablish itself within a natural floodplain, 
dikes are removed from Lake Okeechobee, and the sawgrass-powered wa-
ter cycle is restored to the benefit of the roseate spoonbill, snail kite, and 
Cape Sable seaside sparrow. Under this scenario urban development is re-
stricted to preexisting urbanized areas: densities rise but are mitigated by 
green infrastructure; access to recreation is enhanced through expanded 
greenways and parks; and high efficiency mobility and building design 
dramatically reduce the use of non-renewable resources. Global warming 
finally slows. 

Each of these scenarios represents well-known ethical positions with 
respect to humankind’s relationship with nature. Had space shuttles and 
an international space station existed in his time, under Scenario Two John 
Muir could well have applauded the extrication of humans from the planet 
if it meant preserving the Earth as God’s temple. Under Scenario Three 
Thoreau and Emerson could well have endorsed strict urban limits had 
this promoted regionally managed wilderness areas available for solitary 
immersion, contemplation, and rejuvenation. There are plentiful standard 
bearers for the subjugation of nature as posited by Scenario One, but Wil-
liam Mulholland deserves the nod. As superintendent of the Los Angeles 
Water Department in the late 1890s, he masterminded the diversion of 
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water from Owens Lake, a natural reservoir fed by the snowmelt of the 
Sierra Nevada, to the San Fernando Valley. He succeeded in irrigating not 
only crops but also the advent of urban sprawl as a hallmark of the Los 
Angeles basin. 

Not one to dwell in fantasy or doom, McHarg’s ethical framework 
clearly favored the middle ground: a designed and managed urban world 
in coexistence with nature—enough of it, at least, to guide the human spirit 
toward transcendent naturalism. But the odds have never been in his favor. 
The allure of the Buffalo Commons or a reconstituted Everglades not-
withstanding, the chances of whole towns or agribusinesses being eradi-
cated from vast regions of the United States for the purpose of creating, 
in essence, large-scale zoos are not very good. And the odds of a halo-like 
orbital world above a pristine planet are strictly science fiction.

We are left, then, to contend with the first scenario: a largely urbanized 
world with scant evidence of a paradisiacal ecology. We might consider Bill 
McKibben’s The End of Nature11 the emblem of such a future. Published in 
1989, the book paints a sobering picture of the state of the world every bit 
as disturbing as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring did a little more than a quarter 
century earlier. But, where Carson was focused on the preservation of a nature 
as an embattled paradise, McKibben treats nature as a paradise already lost.  

Other critics posit that nature is nothing more than an artifice of our 
own creation and that, within such construct, “nature” is but a simulation 
of the real (but vanquished) thing.12 After all, how natural can a place like 
the Florida Everglades be when human-controlled dams, levees, floodgates, 
and canals regulate the amount of water that those majestic nimbus clouds 
shed into the sawgrass below? How pristine can it be when the Burmese 
Python, a human implant, is wreaking havoc upon the native fauna with 
no solution in sight for achieving its eradication? What is nature, then, if 
one of our most revered wilderness parks is, in the end, a landscape utterly 
affected by human agency? How do we reconcile our inclinations toward 
ecological restoration, as in the Everglades Plan, with having to contain 
such efforts within negotiated political boundaries?

Although it is not the purpose of this book to settle the question of 
what nature is or is no longer, it is nonetheless relevant to discuss the ex-
tent to which “what’s out there,” beyond the reach of cities and farmland, 
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is of import to human health. To McHarg, the value of “what’s out there” 
resided in the salutary effects of a restorative realm at the low end of the 
human interference spectrum—a “natural” place to live in. And therein lies 
the ultimate pitfall of Design with Nature, for if this realm is no longer pris-
tine, if it is, in the end, something of our own creation, what nature is there 
to really design with? Moreover, if we accept that humanity is destined to 
live in urbanized land, then we must ask: what is an optimum urban nature 
and how should we design with and within it?   




