A new catalyst for improving public schools

Can British planners learn from the U.S.?

Probing Chattanooga’s quality of life

Bryant Park’s new lease on life

Roy Strickland
James Sanders

The introduction of small concession
businesses, arts programming, and
modest landscaping modifications
has rescued midtown Manhattan’s
largest open space from crime and
neglect

Four years ago, New York City’s
Bryant Park was in crisis. Here was
a public space, surrounded by some
of the nation’s most distinguished
corporations and institutions, that
was poorly maintained and per-
ceived as dangerous by a public in-
timidated by the drug sellers and in-
digents who dominated the space.
The park’s reputation was so poor
that it was considered safe territory
by street criminals, who would hide
there from the police.

Today, Bryant Park’s book mar-
ket draws visitors who peruse titles
beside an elegant fountain. A flower
market serves the executives and
staffs of nearby office buildings.
The park’s landscape has been
freshened, and maintenance has
been improved. Crime, according to
the police, is down 75 percent. And
New Yorkers and tourists, who just
three summers ago were wary of
walking past the park, are flocking
there in droves.

Background

Bryant Park had been in slow de-
cline since the 1950s. The seediness
of nearby Times Square was spread-
ing along 42nd Street, the park’s
northern border. At the park’s east-
ern edge, the Fifth Avenue shopping
district witnessed the closing of de-
partment store after department
store. Stern’s, a mainstay of middle-
class retailing located directly oppo-
site the park, shut down and was re-
placed by an office building.
Manbhattan’s wealthy population
continued to move north; 42nd
Street, once the very center of the
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A flower market, book market, and
outdoor cafes have lured new visitors to
Bryant

city, was being left behind. Drug
sellers moved into Bryant Park.
Unemployed young people took
over the benches. Indigents, suffer-
ing government cutbacks in

social services, made the park their
home.

In 1979, the Parks Council, a
nonprofit New York civic group
with a fifty-year history of advocat-
ing park building and improve-
ments, launched a Bryant Park
project. Barbara Fife, the Parks
Council’s president, and Jeannette
Bamford, its executive director, be-
lieved that a series of small-scale
improvements, quickly imple-
mented, would help arrest the
park’s decay. By introducing new
activities to the space, they hoped
they could encourage New Yorkers
to return to the park in sufficient
numbers to.balance illegitimate ac-
tivities and perhaps even inhibit
them.

The Parks Council thus consid-
ered its task more of a program-
matic challenge than an architec-
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tural or physical one: the park, an

officially designated New York sce-
nic landmark, was still handsome,

and major renovations seemed un-

necessary.

The Bryant Park project’s con-
straints were considerable: all new
activities had to be appropriate to a
public park; no activities could dam-
age the park’s delicate ecological
balance; no improvements could
compromise the park’s landmark
designation; and no public funds
could be used, although the Parks
Department, Police Department,
and Office of the Mayor were to be
integral parts of the planning.

Learning from the drug sellers

The Parks Council retained the
authors in November 1979 to direct
and implement the project. Fre-
quent visits to the park were the
first step in developing the project’s
program. During these visits, it was
observed that drug dealing was con-
centrated along the 42nd Street and
Sixth Avenue sides of the park. By
standing at the park’s entrances and
steps, the sellers could hawk their

wares, escort prospective buyers into
the park, and make deals.

Most drug buyers appeared to be
middle-class people indistinguish-
able from those who were afraid to
enter the park. Secretaries, office

Plaza, a book market; at the corner
of 42nd Street and Sixth Avenue, a
flower market; and along the rows
of trees paralleling 42nd Street, a
reduced-price tickets booth and a
cafe. By adding these new activities

boys, and middle- exec-
utives all bought drugs in the park.
They did not seem to mind the
park’s derelict condition; they may
very well have appreciated it: a
park empty of legitimate uses al-
lowed them to purchase their drugs
with little chance of being observed
by their fellow office-workers or
employers.

Like good merchants, the drug
sellers believed in making their cus-
tomers comfortable: to make the
park a selling floor, they verbally
harassed people who came to use
the park legitimately. To claim their
turf, intimidating young men
formed gauntlets at each entrance.

The Bryant Park planners de-
cided to challenge the drug dealers’
dominance by pre-empting their
turf. Wherever a center for drug
selling was located, a new activity
was planned: at the Lowell Fountain
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at pi locations, the project
planners hoped to attract legitimate
users who had felt excluded from
the park for years.

Giving the park a new image

Once the project’s programmatic
elements were determined, it be-
came apparent that the park needed
more than a series of new activities.
Much of Bryant Park’s problem was
perceptual: the public perceived the
space as more dangerous than it
was, and this perception was rein-
forced by the maze-like design of
the park’s hedges, trees, and stone
walls, which isolated the park from
view. The park had been designed in
the 1930s as an oasis, and it had
been elevated a few feet above the
sidewalk to separate it from 42nd
Street’s activities. As a result, it was
difficult to see into the park, a con-
dition that helped drug sales and
frightened pedestrians who were
wary of entering a space they could
not survey. A conspicuous symbol
of the project—an advertisement—
was needed to reassure pedestrians
that there was now a benign pres-
ence in the park.

This need was solved archi-
tecturally by designing a series of
tubular-steel-and-canvas pavilions,
whose style reflected the classical
landscape of the park, as shelters
for the planned book market, cafe,
tickets booth, and flower market.
These pavilions would visually link
the new activities, make them ap-
pear part of a coordinated plan, and
bespeak an old-fashioned concern
for the park’s quality. After having
witnessed years of declining mainte-
nance, the public would have to be
charmed into returning to Bryant
Park.

Funding and implementation

All these elements of the project
were made a part of a master plan
that proved to be essential to its
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success. The budget for the Bryant
Park Project ultimately approached
$450,000, a modest sum for the re-
turn of a major park to the enjoy-
ment of the public, but a rather sub-
stantial onc for any single donor or
concessionaire. Because the plan
was developed out of small-scale im-
provements, funding increments
proved within the reach of the foun-
dations that underwrote improve-
ments for the city’s public spaces
and of the concessionaires who
would operate the park’s markets.
For example, a $15,000 contribution
from the Greenacre Foundation re-
stored the Lowell Fountain; a
$50,000 donation from the J. M.
Kaplan Fund was applied to the cost
of three pavilions and the perfor-
mance series; $20,000 from the Bry-
ant Park Flower Show—an orga-
nization that had long held yearly
flower shows in the park—sup-
ported the planting of 20,000 sea-
sonal flowers; and $7,500 enabled a

retailer to purchase a stall at the
book market. (Two of Bryant Park’s
book retailers would eventually buy
two stalls each, at individual invest-
ments of $15,000.)

During presentations to donors
and concessionaires, the master plan
demonstrated that comparatively
modest donations could accumulate
toward a large effect and that no
activity or improvement would be
an isolated effort but rather one
that would enjoy a considerably
changed Bryant Park. And because
the master plan consisted of numer-
ous small parts, it was possible to
stage the project over a four-year
period as funding became available.
Adj and d:

In implementing a project as
complex as Bryant Park’s, it was in-
evitable that adjustments in the
original plan would be necessary.
The Parks Department required
that the park’s landscape be pre-

The park’s pavilions, designed as temporary structures, visually link the new activities they house.

served and that any of the project’s
physical installations be considered
temporary. Pavilions, market stalls,
and cafe utility cores were therefore
designed to be erected and removed
with the least damage to the park’s
paving and planting areas. Blue-
stone pavers, removed to facilitate
the pouring of small concrete foun-
dations for the pavilions, were care-
fully stored away (the Parks Coun-
cil having agreed to restore the
bluestone should the pavilions ever
be dismounted). Utility lines for the
cafes followed the patterns of the
park’s Belgian blocks, which were
immediately reset and repointed.
Wherever possible, the pavilions
were located on Belgian block and
concrete surfaces that were less pre-
cious and attractive than bluestone.
Because the park was an official
landmark that would require an ex-
tended approval process for perma-
nent changes, the pavilions were de-
signed to allow dismounting within

a forty-eight-hour period, which per-
mitted them to qualify as “tempo-
rary structures” that did not require
public hearings. The tubular steel
pieces were held together by pin
joints that facilitated rapid erection
and dismounting. The pavilions also
were shaped and painted in con-
sultation with the Landmarks Com-
mission’s staff to assure that they
would complement the park’s land-
scape and terraces.

Paralleling these adjustments
were others arising from funding
contingencies. An initial hesitancy
by private concessionaires to be-
come involved in Bryant Park re-
sulted in the staging of the project
over four years. Within six months
of the plan’s conception, one-half of
the book market, a modest food ser-
vice, hundreds of feet of flower
beds, and a performance serics were
in place. The project’s second year
saw the expansion of the book mar-
ket, the opening of the flower mar-
ket, and the restoration of the foun-
tain. As the project progressed, it
became ecasier to find concession-
aires, and at increasing levels of in-
vestment. During the fourth sum-
mer, a restaurateur was brought into
Bryant Park to expand the food ser-
vice. By then, the improvement of
the park was so apparent that he in-
vested $85,000 in two new cafes—
more than five times the amount of
the park’s original book sellers (who
remained and prospered), and virtu-
ally without subsidy. At the start of
the project, the concessionaires’
capital costs were matched dollar-
for-dollar by philanthropic dona-
tions; by the project’s completion,
Bryant Park’s new activities were
self-supporting.

Although the project was exten-
sive, its composition of small-scale
elements was clearly delineated
from the beginning, and the conces-
sionaires’ participation was predi-
cated as acceptance of this condi-
tion. The concessionaires had to
adjust their retail practices to the
seasonal nature of a park and to the
strict supervision of the Parks De-
partment. In return for their cooper-
ation they enjoyed a minimal con-

cession fee, an increasingly pleasant
shopping environment, and an im-
mediate market of tens of thou-
sands of midtown office workers
and visitors.

The project’s impact

When the project’s new activities
first appeared in Bryant Park, the
atmosphere was, as expected, tense.
As soon as the book market, cafe,
and performance series were initi-
ated, New Yorkers began to return
to Bryant Park in substantial num-
bers, and the drug dealers grew
alarmed. Brief confrontations oc-
curred in which the sellers verbally
harassed patrons, concessionaires,
and performers; but once it was ap-
parent that the new activities were
there to stay, they resumed their
business—and then gradually began
to leave the park.

By placing new activities at the
centers of drug selling, the project
did in fact displace these illegiti-
mate uses. Now many people werc
entering the park who were not buy-
ing marijuana or other drugs. Buy-
ers became noticeably inhibited
about buying drugs in well-popu-
lated places and began to move
elsewhere for their purchases. Once
the market moved, the dealers also
moved.

The success of Bryant Park pro-
vides a set of lessons for similar ef-
forts in downtown parks. Less con-
struction, for instance, needs to be
done to restore parks to positive use
than is generally thought necessary.
People are anxious to use urban
parks and they need only perceive
safety and activity to reenter parks.

It is balance among police sur-
veillance, physical improvements,
and new activities that makes pub-
lic spaces seem safe and inviting.
Among the strongest advocates of
the Bryant Park project were the
police, who recognized that their
work alone could do little to im-
prove the park.

In revitalizing an urban park, it is
necessary to proceed with a master
plan. The plan should be flexible
enough to accommodate adjust-
ments in programming, design, and

funding, yet strong enough to lend
unity to improvements.

Coordination with municipal
agencies is essential to the success
of a privately initiated improvement
project and should occur during all
project steps.

In recapturing urban spaces from
drug dealers, it is necessary to ana-
lyze the market for the sales. At
Bryant Park, this market consisted
of middle-class office workers who
perceived the park as being outside
the bounds of middle-class behavior.
By bringing middle-class activities
back to the park, the project inhib-
ited buyers from making purchases
within view of people like them-
selves engaged in legitimate use of
the space.

On to Union Square

The lessons of Bryant Park will
soon be applied to another park
thirty city-blocks away. Union
Square, one of New York’s most
historic parks, will provide the con-
text for Union Place, a new public
space that will combine bookstalls,
flower markets, a cafe, landscape
improvements, and an outdoor per-
formance stage on the site of a cur-
rently underused parking lot. The
lot, adjacent to the square, is the
site of a twice-weekly farmers mar-
ket that will provide a focus for the
new project. By reinforcing the
strength of this activity, the
project’s community-based sponsor
group hopes to reclaim the park
from social problems similar to the
ones that once afflicted Bryant
Park.

Together, the Bryant Park
project and Union Place will pro-
vide prototypes for the reclamation
of urban parks. Pragmatic, effec-
tive, economical, and pleasurable,
they are demonstrating that public-
private restoration of a public envi-
ronment can enhance a city’s qual-
ity of life. @
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