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Conservation of Urban Open Space

KAY NARDONE, East Texas state Unlvenlty, Commerce, Tesa.

The city stands as testimony to man'. jUdgment and rationa1lty. It la
hi.; attempt to create an environment for UviDg that 18 more fitted to his
dtrnanda than that which nature provides by me~ chance. Inc~
th.l.t env1romnent, which we have come to dIst:JiIgu1ah sa urban, the
el"ments of buildings, roadwaYB, and people are a.uembled in a variety of
Pt tte1"D8 occupying terratrlal apace. Profeuor Hartahome baa stated
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the· woJ'k of the geographer to be "the sclentitlc deacription of how
OJiIbWly UIIOJ'.I'&DlZed areas of the earth are organiZed into vartous
JdJid8 of~ reglona.'" No geographer can fa1l to be aware Of
tile current pace of .patlal orpD1zaUon via urbanlzatlon.

The urbul geographer has examined the situational distribution Of
man-made IaDd8capee iD global space. '.e. the relationship of cement and
lteel coutrucUon to tectonic and edaphic features. He has also studied
\be IJDlbloUc nature of ciUes and the functional torces that maintain that
ldublp. Aa citiea expand in 8ize, as well as number, the student of
urban Jrowth 18 compelled to take especially careful note of site space.
Stte Ipace 18 not merely the nebulous peripheral room tor expansion man
datory to the modern urban agglomeration. It 18 most vitally the internal
open apace that, l1ke pores, permits movement and the entrance of light
and air.

H18torlcally, thl8 internal urban open space W88 synonymous with the
market lIQuare. It W88 a congestion of booths designed for pedestrian
traffic that ex18ted as a walled appendage to the main street. With the
advent of motoriZed traffic and greater population numbers, cities were
built and rebuilt on the scale demanded for business and residence. The
1qU&re became an open hub into which streets converged and around
wblch tratttc wu 8Orted. Aside from this eminently functional square,
rarely were open &paCes purposefully platted into the city's design. In
epUy planned street patterns sometimes left wedges of green (or mud)
between block8 or roadways. Infrequently narrow buffer zones were
retained around residences because they added dollar value to the prop
erty.

With the Industrial revolution the city truly became a habitat for
men. For now a man no longer went out to surrounding fields to work
with the land during the day. He worked in the same kind of man-made
atructures that he had built to house himself at night. The resultant
comparbnentaUzation of urban dwellers made observers quick to assert
that the city was a destroyer of nature, a predator whose ultimate victim
wu man. The intellectual ellte fled to forests and ponds and clucked like
old hens as they watched Boston make men "artificial," Chicago grow into
a "jungle," and London become a warning of what "Hell" was like.'
Those who quit the city and prepared to watch the buildings crumble and
tall were to see their words on paper only. Now men who were producers,
u well &8 verbalizers, had a freedom in which to work. The pragmatic
urbanist criticized the city, but out of a concern for the future growth ot
modern civilization, not from a d1sposition to attack it in the name of
tradition and nature.

As the twentieth-century city planner set about the task of buUding
ciUee that were llving and livable, each of the basic elements was thor
oughly examined. A new architecture designed bUildings to make the most
efficient use of steel and the new stronger, but lighter, construction mate
rta1& Streets were widened for quick but safe passage by automobile.
Urban 8OC1010gista tried to gIve people a new understanding of their per
IOIl&1 worth and their vital importance to the total functioning of the city.
It was in the course of this self-examination that city builders became
acutely aware of the rigidity of their urban habitat-the solidness of wans
that had been constructed with no windows. ADd. as steel and reenforced
CODClete permitted light and air into the 80th story of skyscrapers, so the
city's horimutaJ floor pJan. surer of Its inherent strength and resiliency,
opened up to let iD ll&'ht and air.

ID 19M EbeIleezer Boward bullt Letchworth. a new town north ot
LoDdoD. By akWtuUy lDtertwinlng green open spaces and man-made
IItructuru, Howard created a city In a garden-not a retreat from but a
IlowerIDa of Inclu8trta1 and residential Integration. '!be green belt thlt
8UlTOUIld8d Letchworth and ~ intemal parka that dotted its basic p)nJl
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were soon copied on the Continent and in the United states. In 1928.
Radbum, New Jersey, the first United states town bullt on the Letch
worth plan, introduced the "super-block" into American clty planning.
Residences rubbed shoulders as they lined the edge of an over-s1zed city
block, but all buildings faced inward to an open park. Streets passed
only the back doors of houses. The Greenbelt towns of the 1930's were a
further manifestation of the growing willingness to reserve some Internal
space to the sole function of being open.

Since World War n suburbanizatlon has spread across the United
states at the. rate of one milUon acres a year.- More potently than could
ever be imagined in 1890 the American has become aware of the disap
pearance of a frontier. By virtue of scarcity, open space, per S6, has
become a resource to be conserved The urban geographer's attention has
been captivated by this speculative series of Levittowns, and it has taken
blatant decadence and street rioting to remind him of the continuing im
portance of site space.

Being against urban open space is like being against American
motherhood, but, unfortunately, productive support is not nearly so easy
to effect. In a 1916 city-planning book the author4 warned against the
too free use of open spaces in the city's central business district because
they might serve as a "rendezvous for loafers" and so lose "much of the
charm they naturally have."· In 1967, a far more real threat to urban
open space than loafers is the demand by other uses on commercially val
uable land. Urban open space is not intended to be simply vacant land
awaiting commercial utilization. It is permanently reserved land upon
which building is prohibited, and to which some noncommercial function
is assigned.

This noncommercial function might be recreation, such as a city
park. Almost every city of any size has a park for the leisure and
enjoyment of its citizens. Tulsa, Oklahoma, maintains more than 80 city
parks, included in which is a 24-acre rose garden. Chicago's Grant Park
gives the clty a beautifully manicured front yard. In addition to the
700 acres of Central Park, New York City has purchased several small
parcels of land the size of a building lot or less. These "vest-pocket"
parks have been outfitted with young trees, hardy shrubs, and seasonal
flowers. Though the small spot of green is often turned into a pigeon
guano island, the basic motive of the park is not to be discounted.

The green areas of a city may also serve to dJrect and shape future
urban expansion. Madison, Wisconsin, has had a greenway concept, in
corporating lakes Mendota and Menona, as the focal point of its com
prehensive plan since 1900. Dallas, Texas, has recently mapped out a
greenbelt following natural drainage patterns to beautify the city's rough
edges. In Tulsa, green wedges follow drainage routes into the core of
the city and act as buffer zones between the central city and the suburbs.
Municipal authorities in San Francisco, Calltornla, are attempting to use
open space to shape the vertical as well as the horizontal plan of the city.
In a zoning ordinance pending approval in 1967, office buildings in the
central business district that leave a street level plaza or pedestrian walk·
ing area would be permitted to bu11d as high .. 60 stories. If the finn
!J1slsted on using all of the ground space of its lot, the height of the build·
mg would be restricted to 15 stories.'

Urban open space may also be set aside for the subsequent CODIerva
Uon of some other natural feature contained therein. ThJa secondary
CCnservation is neeessar11y dependent upon local Idte features, and it fa
directed at the preservation of d1stlnct1ve geologic, botanic, hfstoric, and
8(enlc areas; protect1on of the ecological balance of an area; and wile WIe
Of river valleys, forests, 8OlJs, fish, and wlldUfe.· The meana WIed' to IAJr
v,·y the COIUIervable assets of an area are quite famlliar to· the geographer:
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aerJaJ pllotograplul, United States Geological Survey maps. SoU Q)nserva
Uoa 8emce 8UJ'Ve18, aDd privately prepared commercial mapa. The sup
»IemeDtatton and corroboration of these paper surve)'ll with fleld work
18· a tuk well lUlled to any tra1ned geographer.

M the urban geographer Btudles the balance of rural and urban
areu· in I'Jobal 1J)&Ce, 80 he abould not neglect the balance of man and
nature wttbln the city. The urbanite has not spumed nature 88 extraneous
or wperfluoua. Rather, he f8 just learning to blend the long famlllar
upecbI of nature with the new mater1al8 of hls own making, and he 18
'bqInDlDg to achieve what was alway. hls ultimate goal---an ordered,
habitable environment.
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