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Urban Parks West

Historians of American urban parks have generally
focused on cities east of the Mississippi. By my estima-
tion, New York’s Central Park has received more schol-
arly attention than all Far Western urban parks com-
bined. It is good, then, to see two new books that tell the
story of park development in San Francisco. In Building
San Francisco’s Park’s, geographer Terence Young chron-
icles San Francisco’s park movement during the nine-
teenth and early-twentieth centuries. In The New Ur-
ban Park, historian Hal Rothman documents the late-
twentieth-century development of Golden Gate National

Recreation Area. While Young explores how nineteenth-
century San Franciscans emulated eastern parks, Roth-
man argues that in the twenty-first century, the rest of
the nation will look upon the Bay Area’s Golden Gate
National Recreation Area as a model of urban park de-
velopment.

Young is interested in elite park advocates and how
they used parks to further social change. He argues in
this well-researched and richly illustrated book that park
designers and boosters believed that parks would con-
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tribute to four virtues: health, wealth, republican democ-
racy, and social order. But while these four virtues re-
mained relatively static during the period under study
(1850-1930), parks themselves changed dramatically.

In the earlier “romantic” period, nineteenth-century
San Franciscans believed that large, undifferentiated
scenic parks, such as those common back east, would
best produce the four virtues. Frederick Law Olmsted,
who managed a California gold mine during the 1860s,
urged Californians to look back to the Mediterranean
and the Near East for inspiration when designing their
landscapes. Most San Franciscans, though, wanted En-
glish park landscapes, similar, ironically, to Olmsted’s
own Central Park in New York. Through extensive trial
and error, large amounts of water, and the use of native
and especially non-native plants, civil engineer William
Hammond Hall ultimately transformed the rolling sand
dunes and coastal scrub of western San Francisco into the
green lawns and beautiful groves of Golden Gate Park.

Later, in the very late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries, elites in San Francisco believed that they could
best effect the four virtues by building what Young calls
“rationalistic” parks. Mirroring growing specialization in
the larger society, San Francisco parks, including Golden
Gate Park, grew more segmented with areas marked off
for particular uses. At the same time, the city built a num-
ber of small neighborhood parks for the pursuit of orga-
nized leisure.

Young is quite right that park builders believed that
their landscapes would result in health, wealth, republi-
can democracy, and social order, but I am unconvinced
by his argument that a romantic park ideal lapsed into
a “rationalistic” drive for specialization. As some his-
torians of parks have noted, builders of Progressive-Era
athletic parks were ambivalent about rationalization and
the gospel of efficiency. Certainly athletic park advocates
ran tight exercise drills and built rigidly structured spaces
for sports, but such spaces were intended to restore the
natural body after a day of regimented work or school.
In short, behind even the most controlled athletic park
was a strong romantic, even antimodern impulse.[1] At
the same time, it is important to remember that Freder-
ick Law Olmsted, the romantic, knew something about
efficiency and the specialization of labor.[2]

Although Young focuses on elites, at times, other ac-
tors briefly enter the story. For instance, we learn that
one of the first private parks in San Francisco was a
German beer garden and that ethnic communities lob-
bied for parks. These brief glimpses made me wish that

Young had expanded his scope and incorporated more
of San Francisco’s vibrant social history into his narra-
tive. Historians Elizabeth Blackmar and Roy Rozensweig
convincingly show that in New York rank-and-file peo-
ple contributed to the final outcome of Central Park, not
only by working as laborers in the park, but by challeng-
ing park rules, investing the landscape with meaning,
and sometimes making successful demands on park man-
agers and advocates.[3] In their contributions and in their
resistance, average people shaped the park movement of
New York City. No doubt the same thing happened in San
Francisco. What did Irish, Italian, or Chinese immigrants
think of their new public parks? What social virtues did
these groups give to nature and to what ends did they
put park landscapes? What influence did these people
have on the intellectual culture and landscape projects of
Young’s privileged subjects?

Certainly, average San Franciscans were not quiet
during and after the creation of Golden Gate National
Recreation Area. As Hal Rothman shows, citizens at the
grass roots played a large role in shaping what has be-
come one of the world’s largest urban parks.

Intent on quelling social disturbance, the Nixon Ad-
ministration urged the National Park Service to create
“parks for the people, where the people are” At the same
time, San Francisco activists hoped to transform decom-
missioned federal properties—Fort Baker, Fort Mason, Al-
catraz, and ultimately the Presidio-into new parks for
their city. The final result of these dual initiatives was
the creation of Golden Gate National Recreation Area
(GGNRA) in 1972.

During the 1970s and early 1980s, the Park Service,
nature organizations, local activists, and Congressional
Representative Phil Burton worked to incorporate thou-
sands of acres of federal, state, city, and private land into
the new park. By the 1990s, the park included a former
prison, a decommissioned Nike missile base, hundreds of
National Register structures from a variety of periods,
a fleet of decaying historic ships, large swaths of rural
Marin County, above ground and underwater archaeo-
logical sites, coastal fortifications, the Presidio (one of the
most coveted pieces of real estate in the Bay Area, albeit
a site contaminated by abandoned military waste), and
much more.

At GGNRA, the Park Service faced Herculean tasks.
Unlike San Francisco’s nineteenth-century park builders,
the Park Service sought to protect the Bay Area’s na-
tive environment (of all national parks, GGNRA contains
the fourth largest number of federally protected species).



