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I feel very strongly
in the sort of
planting that I do,
that you feel the
changes all the time.
It is a changing
beauty: from beauty
into beauty.


— PIET OUDOLF
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Chelsea Grasslands, mid-November.
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Heart-leaved aster (Aster cordifolius), hairy alumroot (Heuchera macrorhiza ‘Autumn Bride’), Dale’s alumroot (Heuchera americana ‘Dale’s Strain’) and wild-oat (Chasmanthium latifolium) thrive between steel rails and riveted railings at a corner of the Northern Spur in late September.



PREFACE


The idea for a book dedicated to the High Line’s gardens originated with co-founder Robert Hammond. Robert’s offer to write the introductory chapter and provide the support of Friends of the High Line staff added immense appeal to the project. Others who’d played essential roles in making and shaping the High Line also offered to share their knowledge and insights. When our friend and graphic designer Lorraine Ferguson agreed to join us, we felt we had the team needed to produce a book that would portray the gardens beautifully and meaningfully. This is the result of that collaboration.


For readers just discovering the High Line and others who already know it, this book presents a journey through its gardens in all their seasons, illustrating in great detail their design, evolution, care and context. Though the journey can begin at any of the entry points, the original design intention was that it would begin by ascending the Gansevoort stair at the south end and continue north. We’ve organized this book to match that order.


Robert’s introduction is followed by a chapter titled “Elevating the Nature of Modern Landscapes.” Its purpose is to assess and illustrate revolutionary developments in industry, urban aesthetics, horticulture and ecology that led to the creation of an unprecedented urban landscape that has unique global resonance. The next section, “Gardens of the High Line,” makes up the majority of the book. It begins with a map and follows with chapters devoted to each of the High Line’s garden areas. These south-to-north portraits of place are augmented by chapters devoted to the gardens’ care, habitat value and seasonality, titled “Cutback,” “Gardening,” “Life Line” and “Seasons.”


We believe, as landscape architect James Corner has suggested, that the High Line in its totality is irreproducible: “You just can’t take it anywhere else. Its life, and the energy it has, are drawn in large measure from unique context.”1 At the same time, we know its design ethos, the patterning of its plantings and the enlightened stewardship devoted to them is highly reproducible and broadly worthy of emulation. We hope this book will serve as a beautiful memory of a great place, as guide to the infinite opportunities it presents to practice the art of observation and as an inspiration to all who, publicly or privately, seek to elevate the nature of modern landscapes.
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Early evening light illuminates grasses, seedheads of Queen Anne’s lace, and other self-sown plants on the High Line at the Rail Yards in this August 2008 view west to the Hudson River.








INTRODUCTION


Robert Hammond
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Robert Hammond on the High Line in 2007. Photo © Barry Munger, courtesy of the artist.





When I first stepped up on the High Line in 1999, I truly fell in love. What I fell in love with was the tension. It was there in the juxtaposition between the hard and the soft, the wild grasses and billboards, the industrial relics and natural landscape, the views of both wildflowers and the Empire State Building. It was ugly and beautiful at the same time. And it’s that tension that gives the High Line its power.


Joshua David and I founded Friends of the High Line to try to share that magic. At first we just wanted to keep the space exactly as it was. We would leave all of the plants in place and simply put a path down the railway. It would have been a completely wild garden. That turned out not to be feasible. We had to remediate the structure, removing lead paint and putting in new drainage. This meant we had to take up everything—the rails as well as all of the plants.


So we had to find a new way. We were not architects or planners. We thought New Yorkers should have a say in what happens on the High Line, so we asked the public for their ideas at a series of community input sessions. At one of these sessions, I received a card that said, “The High Line should be preserved, untouched, as a wilderness area. No doubt you will ruin it. So it goes.”


I kept that card posted above my desk. Because that has always been my biggest fear. That we couldn’t capture that naturalistic beauty in its wild state. That we would ruin it.
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Joel Sternfeld An Evening in July, 2000, 2000 (printed 2016) Pigment print, 13¾ × 17½ inches (34.93 × 44.45 cm) © Joel Sternfeld, courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York This image captures the view looking east on 30th Street.





What New Yorkers fell in love with was a series of photographs by Joel Sternfeld taken on the High Line between 1999 and 2000. These images gave many New Yorkers their first glimpses of that hidden wilderness and helped to catapult the movement to open it as a public space. Just one glimpse of Joel’s photography conveys the tension that we wanted in the reconstruction.


With that image in mind, we hosted a design competition, looking for visionaries with more experience and talent than us who could conceive and carry out what the space called for—something as unexpected as the original. And we finally saw it again in the design that James Corner Field Operations, Diller Scofidio + Renfro, and Piet Oudolf created. Drawing on the dynamic community of plants that had crowded the High Line for decades, the team designed a totally new experience that captured the soul of the space.


Other designs we received were either very architectural or tried to exactly recreate the original wild landscape. Neither of those concepts were right. A strictly architectural approach would certainly have sacrificed the magic of the wilderness. The opposite idea, of putting all of the wild plants back “exactly” as they had been, though logical at first glance, was too logical. We felt that approach would anesthetize the final effect. It would be like a wax museum of the old elevated tracks.
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At the time, I was reading Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s The Leopard and was struck by the quote, “Everything must change so that everything can stay the same.” And that’s what this design team did. They didn’t try to put something new on the High Line and didn’t try to slavishly recreate what was up there before. They created an all-new magic that captured what Josh and I and so many others had fallen in love with.


The High Line of today is not the abandoned field of wildflowers we saw in 1999. It has a new tension. You can see it, in part, in the fact that it is a hybrid space, built on contradictions: it’s an art museum on an industrial structure. It’s a community space running a mile and a half through several neighborhoods. It’s a botanical garden suspended over city streets. Unlike Central Park, it’s an immersion in the city, not an escape from it.


But what I’m most often struck by is how clearly that original tension is captured within Piet Oudolf’s planting designs. Breaking design tradition, Piet envisioned a multi-season garden of perennials, where the skeletons of plants have as much a part in the landscape as new growth. Throughout the year, tall grasses and reaching flowers grow and fall back like tides. The winter garden is as powerful as the summer, with the texture provided by dry stalks and seedheads. The brown plants against new growth echo the larger contradictions of the High Line: the wilderness in the city, the art museum on a train track. Like the park itself, the gardens hover between beauty and decay.


In many ways, today’s High Line plantings are more dynamic than the plants they replaced. On the old tracks, the plants changed gradually through the seasons. In contrast, the High Line gardens change every week. They are filled with native and introduced, drought-tolerant perennials that behave as wildly as their forebearers did. These plants thrive and spread, trying to take over more than their originally allotted space.
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Visitors’ unscripted responses to the High Line.





This constant change, the tension between beauty and decay, is akin to the energy that drives New York. Like our city, the gardens reveal a dichotomy that becomes a force of inspiration. And people react to it in unexpected ways.


Like using it for dating apps. One of our staff members collected profile photos taken on the High Line for the popular hook-up app for gay men, Grindr. Why do Grindr users choose this backdrop? Like Joel Sternfeld, they see haunting romance and excitement in the contrasts. It’s perfect for a clandestine encounter. It’s beautiful but still urban not suburban. For maybe slightly different reasons, it’s also very popular for engagement photos.


It takes a special kind of gardener, with an artist’s eye, to maintain the tension of the High Line. Other designers have a rigid view of how their visions should be tended. But Piet’s openness to change and the freedom he gives to the plants elevate gardening on the High Line to an art form.


It requires an incredibly dedicated level of stewardship as well. Just like a minimalist building is harder to design and keep-up than it looks, the gardens require much more care than their wild, natural-looking abundance suggests. For this reason especially, Friends of the High Line is deeply grateful to our members and donors, as their support makes tending to this complex wildness possible.


When people talk about the High Line they talk about the plants, but they also talk about the crowds. One might think I’d look back fondly on the time when I could walk up on the High Line alone. But it’s better with people. Josh and I talked about this effect when it opened: it was the people within this landscape that kept it alive, that kept it from being a sterile botanical garden. The people are as important as the perennials. We create a new kind of tension.


Before it was restored, the High Line was a spontaneous wonder. Today, it’s something more. The untouched landscape we saw, covered with wildflowers, was surreal. The High Line today is incredible—it’s a botanic garden, a central plaza, an art museum, a cultural center and an evolution of the wonder that was hidden in the middle of Chelsea for decades. It’s always free. It is a living, changing space where anyone can experience that irresistible tension. And that, even more than wildflowers in the city, is something I never thought could be possible.
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Robert Hammond and Piet Oudolf meet with landscape architects James Corner and Lisa Switkin in the middle of the Gansevoort Woodland, immersed in the landscape they created together and equally immersed in the city, May 2016.
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Joel Sternfeld Looking South towards Chelsea Markets, December 2000, 2000 C-Print, 39¼ × 49¾ inches (99.7 × 125.57 cm) © Joel Sternfeld, courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York





I just pray that, if they save the High Line, they’ll save some of the wild parts, so that people can have this kind of hallucinatory experience of nature in the city.2


—JOEL STERNFELD





ELEVATING THE NATURE OF MODERN LANDSCAPES


When asked, “What is most intriguing about the High Line?” a friend answered, “Its contradictions.” So true.


The High Line’s contradictory nature owes to its origins: a collage of seemingly antithetical elements that together embody an optimistic vision of people and place in changing times. Its gardens rest on a monumental example of America’s heavy industry, yet their signature is an extraordinary lightness of being. Rooted in the past, their story is unapologetically forward-looking. There’s a deep precision in the gardens’ design and management, yet the plants and patterns are ever-evolving, constantly in flux. The soul of the High Line is confident of the enduring essence of good design, the transitory nature of gardens and the ephemeral joys that inevitably follow. Quoting Gaston Bachelard from his book The Poetics of Space: “It is better to live in a state of impermanence than in one of finality.”3


Though the sensual experience of gardens involves scent, sound and touch, it often begins with a visual event that triggers emotion and intellect. Joel Sternfeld’s insightful photographs of the wild High Line provided that visual catalyst, speaking to a yearning that was widely felt but previously inarticulate. Joel describes his initial experience of the High Line’s landscape as hallucinatory and this speaks to an essential quality present then and now: it is a place for daydreaming. Again taking a cue from Bachelard, daydreaming “transports the dreamer outside the immediate world to a world that bears the mark of infinity.”4


The contradictory nature of the High Line allows it to be a defining neighborhood place and a cosmopolitan destination. Its gardens belong to Chelsea and they belong to the global community. Their mix of perennials and grasses draws extensively from North America’s indigenous prairie flora, yet a majority of these species were first introduced to horticulture through the efforts of gardeners, growers and designers from distant isles and continents. The gardeners who tend them are as planetary in their diversity as the gardens themselves. Unprecedented in their aspirational qualities, the gardens of the High Line have proved relevant to over seven million visitors yearly at current count. Though the High Line will never be duplicated in detail, its elemental values will endure as model for elevating the nature of modern landscapes.
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Still beautiful and functional, steelwork designed for the New York Central Railroad now carries the High Line’s gardens over 10th Avenue, August 2016.
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Gerald K. Geerlings (1897–1998)
Jeweled City, 1931
Etching and aquatint
Sheet 209/16 × 155/8 inches (52.2 × 39.7 cm); plate 159/16 × 1111/16 inches (39.5 × 29.7 cm)
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York
Purchased with funds from The Lauder Foundation, Leonard and Evelyn Lauder Fund
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The High Line crosses 10th Avenue in a snow storm, March 2015.





With the clarity of hindsight, the gardens of the High Line are an elegant solution to an obvious opportunity that remained obscured until an unprecedented awareness of social, economic, industrial and biological trends came into focus. The High Line evolved from epiphany to public garden in a mere decade, but a look at the arc of its origins reveals it was a long time coming. The story begins with the aesthetics of industry.


The days when railroads and steel mills blackened America’s noonday skies are long past. The elevated lines (“Els”) that once darkened New York City streets and sidewalks are nearly all gone. As these absences free us to look anew at the relict industrial landscape, we become aware of the beauty of its functionality, and “gritty” slowly morphs into “pretty.” New York Central engineers designing the High Line knew such beauty: just look at the railings and rivet and plate patterns visible at each street crossing. Period art began celebrating this aesthetic; none more eloquently than Gerald Geerlings’s Jeweled City (1931). Created the year construction began on the High Line, it depicts rivets sparkling under stars and street lights.


Graphic designer Paula Scher understood how much the High Line’s identity derives from the reimagining of industry when she created its logo saying, “The style is industrial rather than gardenlike and that’s a deliberate choice. It’s about reclaiming industrial territory and reinventing it in a completely modern and urban way. That’s the true brand.”5




[image: Images]


Abstracted from steel rails and wooden ties, the High Line’s logo ably represents its landscape and gardens without showing plants.
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The restored wild garden at William Robinson’s Gravetye Manor, in West Sussex near East Grinstead.

Built in 1598 for local iron-maker Richard Infield and his wife, Katherine, Gravetye (pronounced grave-tie) was in disrepair when Robinson acquired it in 1885. For the next fifty years it served as Robinson’s living laboratory of wild garden experimentation.





The modern, urban nature of the High Line’s reinvention will be forever linked to its creative reuse of industrial aesthetics and to the authentic origins of its gardens’ naturalism. The High Line isn’t the first, isn’t even a pioneering example of a wild garden; however, it is the most extraordinary example of a public garden that has grown directly from the living dynamics of its own wild origins.
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