






The Highway and the City - Lewis Mumford 

The first lines of the final chapter ofthis book seem to sum up Lewis 

Mumford's feelings about highway construction in postwar America. "When the 

American people, through their Congress, voted a Irttle while ago (1957) for a 

twenty-six-billion-dollar highway program, the most charitable thing to assume 

about this action is that they hadn't the faintest notion of what they were doing. 

Within the next fifteen years they will doubtless find out; but by that time it will be 

too late to correct all the damage to our cities and our countryside .. .". (234) He 

points to the Americas addiction to the motorcar as a "religion of the motorcar". 

He makes the argument that the motorcar does not offer the freedom that it 

promised due to congestion. When few owned automobiles, he who owned one 

moved as he pleased. 

He recognizes the decentralization that highways have encouraged. He 

uses an example of a person getting in his car to explore the country only to 

find "another suburb, just as dull as his own". (235) He also points to the large 

amount of money required to support such a spread out way of life. Schools, 

libraries, police, and hospitals suffer. 

Mumford states the several different purposes for transportation. The 

first being a means of expanding the motorcar industry. This leads to over 

employment ofthe motorcar and more consumption of steel, fuel, and other 

resources. It also stimulates the economy. This definition has been practiced 

in the U.S. A second, more appropriate purpose is given as, "to bring people 
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or goods to places where they are needed, and to concentrate the greatest 

variety of goods and people, in order to widen the possibility of choice without 

making it necessary to traveL" (236) Another mistake Mumford identifies is the 

sacrificing of other forms of transportation for the motorcar. He believed that a 

good transportation policy willlbcus on all available modes. Each mode has 

its advantages and disadvantages. "This cannot be achieved by aiming at high 

speeds or continuous flow alone."(237) 

Mumford accuses highway engineers of not learning from past mistakes 

made from bringing the railroad into dense urban areas. He paints to the 

unpopularity of the elevated railway in New York. It lowered the value of abutting 

properties even for commercial purposes. The destruction of some of these 

elevated railways were viewed as triumphs while a similar highway was being 

built elsewhere in the city at the same time. The trains took the path of least 

reSistance, much like the highways did. Other examples are given where rail 

blocked pedestrian access to recreation. "Like the railroad, again, the motorway 

has repeatedly taken possession of the most valuable recreation space the 

city possesses, not merely by thieving land once dedicated to park but 

by cutting off easy access to the waterfront parks, and lowering their value for 

refreshment and repose by introdUCing the roar of traffic and the bad odor of 

exhausts, though both noise and carbon monoxide are inimical to health" (241) 
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Metro Green: Connecting Open Space in North American Cities - Donna 
Erickson 

Donna Erickson's book is primarily about connecting open spaces in 

America. and not specifically about the necessity of parks in cities. In the first 

chapter, however, she does go into the importance of open space in cities. The 

argument is made that one of the reasons for sprawling development is due to a 

lack of open space in urban areas. Much credit is given to the public awareness 

concerning the necessity of open space to what she calls the "smart growth 

movement". (4) She credits planners, landscape architects, environmentalists, 

and park planners for being advocates of open space before it was "on the front 

page" just two decades ago. 

She backs this awareness with some statistics. "A study in Leuven, 

Belgium showed that 50% of families that moved out of the city core did so 

because of lack of greenspace". "78 percent of all American homebuyers rated 

open space as essential or very important. Another national survey in 1994 found 

that among people who shopped for or bought a home, of thirty-nine features 

critical to their, consumers ranked"lots of natural open space" and plenty of 

"walking and biking paths" as the second- and third-highest-rated aspects 

affecting their choices." 

Erickson uses The Preliminary Blueprint for Renewal, a plan for Lower 

Manhattan after September 11 th as an example. "Open spaces are essential to 

the quality of life downtown, providing alternatives to steel and glass skyscrapers 

and, perhaps more importantly, a physical and psychological center around which 
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the city can grow. Public open spaces stimulate and promote private and human 

development" 

Urban Open Spaces - Helen Woolley 

Woolley's book is dedicated to the importance of open spaces in an urban 

environment. The book is divided into three sections. The first section identifies 

the benefits of open spaces. The second section goes into different typologies of 

open spaces, from domestic, to neighborhood to civic. The third section features 

case studies from around Great Britain. 

Woolley starts by describing the population trend in the last century 

moving from rural to urban environment. Statistics such as, "It is expected that 

by the year 2025 half of the global population, anticipated at some three billion 

people, will be living in cities". She continues to identify the term "open space". 

There are several different definitions given. One is basically any undeveloped 

land in an urban area. Others include not only the land, but the water that 

flows through the space and the air and light that are above the space. Cranz 

describes urban open space as "wide open areas that can be fluid to the extent 

that the city can flow into the park and the park can flow into the city". 

The first section, which focuses on the importance of urban open space, 

is divided into four chapters. Each chapter directly pertains to this thesis paper, 

for urban open space must be considered very important to justifY building over 

an interstate in order to create it. Chapter one concerns social benefits and 
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opportunities that open space provides. These include children's playas well as 

passive and active recreation. 

The section on children's play is important in that in order for families to 

consider living in urban environments, there must be spaces for their children to 

play in. Play is widely accepted as one of the most important activities to develop 

social skills in children. The book paints to numerous studies that confirm this. 

The type of environment needed by children to exercise these skills varies greatly 

depending on the age of the child. An entire book could be written on that subject 

alone . 

Passive and Active recreation is another important opportunity available to 

the users of public space. Passive recreational activities include watching wildlife 

or people, taking in views, reading, socializing, or resting. A study by the Office of 

the Deputy Prime Minister discovered that more people us urban open space for 

passive reasons that for events or for active reasons. Active recreational activities 

include playing soccer or football , jogging or throwing a Frisbee. Open space has 

an important role to playas a venue for both active and passive activities. 

Chapter two emphasizes the health benefits associated with urban open 

spaces. Many are linked to physical activity, as mentioned in chapter one. Open 

spaces provide a venue for these activities that may otherwise be unavailable. 

Children's health related to diet and activity in Britain is apparently as much an 

issue there as it is with our children here in the United States. The mental health 

benefits connected to open space are also important. Natural setting serve as a 

setting for recovery from fatigue and meditation. 
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Environmental benefits associated to open spaces include reduction of air 

temperature and pollution as well as noise pollution. Trees are one of the main 

reasons for this. This subject, like many in the book, is only skimmed. Woolley 

uses the term 'park cool island' effect versus the term 'heat island effect'. Trees 

are also linked to the reduction of noise pollution. Studies show that there are 

many variables included with trees ability to reduce noise. One, trees cannot 

reduce a great level of noise unless the barrier of trees is very wide. Second, the 

ambient sound created by the rustling of leaves is effective in drowning out the 

unwanted noise. Finally, there is a visual link to making out noise. Trees often 

serve as a visual barrier to a noise source. If people cannot see the source of 

noise then they are often much less conscious of it. The type of noise and the 

type of trees used also determine the effectiveness of the trees abil~y to obstruct 

noise. 
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