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Wilderness:

An American Urban Condition

ALEX T. ANDERSON

University of Pennsylvania

The urban majority in America generally conceptual-
izes the United States as a network of cities with open
spaces (ranging from suburbs to farmlands to forests to
wilderness) in between. Perhaps the country should be
reconceptualized in the reverse so that Americans will
perceive of the great wilderness areas as the country’s
heartland, with areas of progressively greater develop-
ment radiating out from them.

-Daniel J. Elazar

I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom
and wildness, as contrasted with freedom and culture
merely civil—to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part
and parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society.

-Henry David Thoreau

INTRODUCTION

American cities are overwhelmingly similar in many ways;
yet, each gives a very different impression. In this essay I
contend that one’s impression of an American city results in
large part from its unique relationship with the America
wilderness.

All too frequently, city and wilderness are viewed as
oppositional, discontinuous conditions of the land: they may
encroach upon each other, but they remain fundamentally at
odds. This view assumes that cities are centralized, bounded
and resistant to intrusion. American cities are none of these.
Unlike many cities elsewhere, American cities have always
been amenable to infusion of goods, ideas and people from
beyond narrowly circumscribed limits. Thus, to limit discus-
sion of American cities to their physical structures, or to social
and economic institutions would be misguided. In order to
understand the character of an American city, consideration
must be given to the way that citizens view distant factors that
effect them,' particularly the expanses of unsettled land, of
wilderness, on the North American continent.

CITY AND REGION

Whether a city draws its cultural value and economic re-

sources from a geographically localized region or a global
network, the stance its citizens adopt toward the city’s
surroundings greatly influences its character. The overt
effects of this relationship vary according to the nature of the
city. A City founded as a largely self-sufficient entity tends
to exhibit close affinity to its region because its citizens
derive benefit or suffer from conditions of the immediate
surroundings. Land surrounding such a city which has been
perfected by human labor, often over many generations, is
seen as a necessary component of human and cultural
survival. Wilderness beyond this land, indeed anything
foreign to the city’s territory, appears to be antagonistic to the
citizens’ interests and is either subdued or resisted by succes-
sive layers of defense: hedgerows, fences, and city walls.

When Filarete proposed to design a city of this sort, the
fictional city-state of Sforzinda, he expounded the necessary
conditions for siting it at great length. Because Sforzinda
was to maintain itself with the resources available nearby, its
siting was a matter of utmost importance. “The site I have
seen, Filarete declared, is of such a nature that I think the
city will be well located in a salubrious place, that is, healthy
and also fertile. At least there is the wherewithal for man to
live.“? Before settling in the place, Filarete took great care
to assure that it could provide the city adequate ground with
level spaces and pleasing views, as well as suitable condi-
tions for agriculture, animal husbandry, hunting and fishing.>
Ithad to supply wood, sand, lime and stone for construction.*
It also had to supply, so Filarete intimated, hearty and healthy
subjects to perform the labor required to construct, maintain
and defend the city. Sforzinda was to be, decidedly, a
product of local conditions.

A city that forms part of a larger network of cities exhibits
its relationship to the land much differently. Citizens do not
necessarily depend on the locality for direct material benefit;
therefore, the population tends to see land beyond the city
and its immediate sphere of influence as a complement to the
city. The city’s essence cannot be reduced to endemic
elements such as buildings, streets, people, or institutions.

At its foundation, such a city relies on distant factors to
establish the suitability of its site. When a city of the Roman
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empire was to be founded, for example, an augur scanned the
horizon and waited for signs that arrived from beyond the
limits of his view: “the flight of birds, the movement of stray
animals, thunder perhaps, the motion of the clouds “* Sub-
sequent examination of livers removed from animals which
had recently grazed on the site (innards, too, are rather distant
to ordinary experience) helped to establish its habitability.
Consideration of immediate environmental conditions of the
site was primarily meant to ascertain its salubrity, “since,"
a cording to Vitruvius, it was necessary “’to seek healthiness
in laying out the walls of cities.“® Once an appropriate site
was found, the city was oriented along axes established by
surveyors, which implied the city’s connection with the
greater realm of the Empire.” In building the city, founders
made use of locally available materials in the interests of
cost, but they generally dismissed indigenous methods of
construction and urban administration.® Roman cities there-
fore derived their essence from beyond their localities, from
just over the horizon or from the distant center of Rome.

Like Roman cities, most American cities were founded as
part of a broad network of cities. This has made them
relatively independent of local conditions of the land while
subjecting them to the vicissitudes of many distant factors.
Because the first American cities were established as out-
posts of the British, French and Spanish empires, differences
between early American colonial cities fell primarily along
cultural lines. Their relative isolation on the continent forced
many of them to maintain a degree of self-sufficiency and
dependence on local conditions, but they affected a certain
indifference to these conditions, and drew their character
from Europe.

Political union after the American Revolution and im-
proved communication between regions on the continent
gradually dispelled cultural differences between cities. Citi-
zens turned their attention from Europe to the west, search-
ing for a sense of America from the great, unexplored
continent. Henry David Thoreau said, looking from Concord
Massachusetts:

I believe that the forest which I see in the western
horizon stretches uninterruptedly toward the setting
sun, and there are no towns nor cities in it of enough
consequence to disturb me. Let me live where I will,
on this side is the city, on that the wilderness, and ever
am I leaving the city more and more, and withdrawing
into the wilderness.’

»The West is,* he said, ”but another name for the Wild.«!°

In the West, urban centers developed at converging
supply routes, along railroad lines or in proximity to sources
of raw materials which could be profitably shipped back to
the East. Routes were often rough and infrequently traveled,
so new settlements had to remain somewhat self-sufficient
until adequate infrastructure could develop. Their relative
isolation from eastern cities and from each other allowed
some regional variation, but as links improved, variations
decreased.

Continuing development has made American cities more
similar to one another. The newest portions of New Orleans
(originally French), for example, are not so different from
those of Orlando (Spanish), or Wilmington (British). Cities
like Cincinnati, Ohio; Portland, Oregon and New Brunswick,
New Jersey bear remarkable similarities to each other,
despite tremendous geographical separation. As links be-
tween cities in America continue to multiply and become
more efficient, specific local characteristics of cities become
less prevalent. Construction materials become less specific
to particular localities, and building techniques are gradually
standardized. Even local weather conditions can often be
ignored in American cities, because any non-salubrious
effects can be mitigated by central heating and air condition-
ing. These factors have lead to a general homogenization of
city form in the United States, so that, despite historical
differences, American cities have become overwhelmingly
similar to each other. This has led some critics of American
cities to conclude that they are all the same. In his book,
Genius Loci, Christian Norberg-Schulz despairs of discover-
ing a unique character or a sense of place in American cities:

The grid-iron plans of American cities make an ‘open’
world of opportunities manifest. This world is open
horizontally as well as vertically. Whereas the com-
munity expands horizontally, the success of the indi-
vidual is indicated by the hight (sic) of the building
erected on the standard lot. Although the grid-iron thus
possesses a certain ‘freedom’, it hardly allows for the
concretization of a distinct genius loci."

Norberg-Schulz implies that the character of a city must
somehow arise from its physical structures, from within its
own boundaries. But in this he misrepresents the nature of
American cities. American cities do not characterize them-
selves in this way; they have always established their iden-
tities in relation to distant factors, to territory beyond their
spheres of influence. After the United states declared its
independence of European rule, this territory was primarily
the land beyond the frontier, the American wilderness.

FRONTIER AND WILDERNESS

That wilderness would somehow influence Americans’ no-
tion of cities hardly seems unusual when we consider the
tremendous effect that it has had on Americans. In his
famous essay, ”The Significance of the Frontier in American
History,*“ Frederick Jackson Turner demonstrated that the
frontierand the wilderness beyond it has significantly molded
the American character:

To the frontier the American intellect owes its striking
characteristics. That coarseness and strength com-
bined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practi-
cal, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients;
that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the
artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless,
nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working
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for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and
exuberance which comes with freedom—these are
traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere
because of the existence of the frontier . Movement has
been a dominant fact [in America], and, unless this
training has no effect upon a people, the American
energy will continually demand a wider field for its
existence.'?

Jackson’s use of the term ‘frontier’ accents this American
propensity to extend limits. For Jackson one hundred years
ago and for most Americans today ‘frontier’ denotes the limit
of known territory and the advent of wilderness. The word
means something quite different to Europeans, however. In
many European languages cognates with the term ‘frontier’
denote an accepted boundary between two states. A ‘fron-
tier’ establishes in Europe distinct Zimits to legitimate expan-
sion; in America it represents an opening for expansion into
unexplored territory. In their interpretation of frontiers
Americans show an enduring propensity to orient their view
elsewhere. As Jackson predicted, Americans continue to
demand a wider field for their existence. Though the
American land frontier closed before the turn of the cen-
tury,'® and the west can no longer draw people precisely as
it used to, Americans seem to be always confronting another
frontier. America acquired “the last frontier,”!* Alaska, in
1871. Later Americans probed “the final frontier* again and
touched the moon. Even more recently, scientists have
begun to cross “the last frontier“!* once more as they unravel
the complexities of the human brain to discover means by
which people might experience an as yet unformed reality.

A desire to extend limits arises, to some extent, as a
natural consequence of a human sense of place. Edward
Casey describes a person’s relationship with the world in
terms of a series of interrelated arcs emanating from one’s
position in a place. The first arc defines one’s immediate
sphere of influence. It describes what one can touch at a
particular moment and is bounded by the ineffable limit
between “here and there.“'® The second arc, the “arc of
reachability,“!” describes one’s sphere of potential influence
and is constrained by one’s ability to gain access to a given
territory. Beyond this arc lies a realm that disappears and
resists human efforts to control it: the atmosphere, inacces-
sible terrain, spirit and so on.'"® This realm has always
fascinated Americans. Whether actually or vicariously,
Americans, perhaps more than any other culture, have
maintained the necessity of bringing distant things closer, of
expanding the ‘arc of reachability.’

The wilderness provides an archetypal example of some-
thing distant because it always remains just beyond human
reach. It excludes human intervention.'” Wilderness’ insis-
tent detachment from us spurs our curiosity and urges us to get
closer to it. Walter Benjamin explains the feeling in this
way:

If while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow
with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a

branch which casts its shadow over you, you experi-
ence the aura of those mountains, of that branch. This
image makes it easy to comprehend the social bases of
the contemporary decay of the aura namely, the desire
of contemporary masses to bring things ‘closer’ spa-
tially and humanly .2

Though the American desire to cross frontiers may threaten
nature’s ‘aura of distance,” an urge to extend frontiers and to
advance on unknown territory need not imply dominance. It
can help to establish a sense of groundedness, a human locus
in relation to the natural landscape. If widely shared, an urge
to extend frontiers and to confront the wilderness develops
not only a personal sense of here, but a collective one. A
sense of what is ‘out there,” of the vast North American
continent that stretches out beyond places of inhabitation,
helps to form the basis of a uniquely American sense of place.
As long as citizens consider their position to be within a
network of cities, however, it remains difficult to distinguish
one American city from another.

When Americans begin to "perceive of the great wilder-
ness areas as the country’s heartland, with areas of progres-
sively greater development radiating out from them,*“? as
Daniel J. Elazar suggests, American cities distinguish them-
selves as significant variations on an American theme. As
Frank Lloyd Wright designed houses in the suburbs of
Chicago, for example, he did not conceive them on the
outskirts of America’s second largest city so much as he
imagined them to take shape at the edge of the prairie, where
“every detail as to height becomes intensely significant and
breadths fall short.“ He thus declared of his Chicago houses
that “all necessary heights have been eliminated. More
intimate relation with outdoor environment and far-reaching
vista is sought to balance the lessening of height.“?* Though
the suburbs of Chicago do not actually occupy the prairie in
its primeval form, they inflect themselves toward it and
derive much of their character from it. The Sears Tower
emphasizes a similar conception. As a Second City monu-
ment it remains rather banal, but seen against the landscape
it begins to play upon the prairie’s tendency to amplify
heights. The building then becomes a landmark of the "great
Middle West, [where],” to quote Wright again, “every tree
towers above the great calm plains of flowered surfaces as
the plain lies serene beneath a wonderful unlimited sweep of
sky.“?* Similar considerations of other American cities can
evoke characteristics that are otherwise difficult to discover
in the physical structures of the cities themselves.

AMERICAN CITIES AND WILDERNESS

To conceptualize the interplay between cities and wilderness
in America, it is important to acknowledge that their rela-
tionship is not always entirely complementary. Because
cities and suburbs have expanded ceaselessly during the last
century, wilderness in America is no longer so ubiquitous
that it dominates man’s work, as it did until well into the
nineteenth century. At that time, a few prescient individu-
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als? foresaw that the wilderness would inevitably be over-
come by expanding settlement, and they sought means by
which the wilderness might be protected. Woodrow Wilson
responded to growing concerns about America’s wild areas
by establishing the National Park Service in 1916 “’to con-
serve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the
wild life therein unimpaired for the enjoyment of future
generations.“?® In the early years of the twentieth century,
such an idea was revolutionary: “Other nations had pre-
served gardens and open spaces,?’ but they had not pre-
served wilderness. Today state and national parks help to
maintain a sense of the wilderness as it was when Europeans
first settled the continent.®® They perpetuate the American
ideal of the frontier, and make Americans aware that they
live in the presence of something other than the man-made
artifacts of increasingly anonymous cities, something much
vaster than their urban domain. The 1964 Wilderness Act
expanded the mission of the parks to protect some areas in
their primeval state, ”in order to assure that an increasing
population, accompanied by expanding settlement and grow-
ing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas
within the United States and its possessions .“?

American cities sustain their identities in relation to
preserved wilderness, but they also threaten it. Miami, for
example, emerges out of the swamps of Southern Florida
gaining much of its character from the Everglades; Tucson
is an oasis in the Sonora Desert, and New Orleans settles into
the Mississippi delta. Each of these cities, however, by the
way it uses the water that sustains the land around it,
threatens to lose that which makes it unique. The city and the
land exist in a constant interplay from which issues a unique
urban character and a sense of place.

Cities in the Western United States are endowed with vast
tracts of unsettled land at their doorsteps. From Seattle distant
mountains and water provide visible, dramatic backdrops to
the skyline. A sense of nature’s proximity, as well as its ‘aura
of distance,” pervades the city. Though the buildings and
streets that constitute Seattle could just as easily occupy
Chicago or Atlanta, one gets an overwhelming sense that
Seattle could never exist on the Midwestern Prairie or in the
Shadow of the southern Appalachians. A feeling for Seattle
seems to arrive from beyond Seattle, from Mount Rainier,
which appears over the horizon like the portentous vultures
that inaugurated Rome. The water, the mountains, the air give
Seattle a feel that makes it unlike any other American city.*

This sense of ‘distant character’ is even more vivid in
Anchorage, Alaska. Anchorage still maintains a distinct
frontier character, and the sense of imminent wilderness
there is powerful. Dark, forbidding mountains surround a
city which is, otherwise, a rather desolate version of Cleve-
land or Syracuse. Its name, Anchorage, eloquently charac-
terizes the provisional feel one gets while walking its streets.
The city is a stopping place from which one travels far afield,
aplace to briefly lay anchor. It is entirely dominated by the
600,000 square miles of virtually unsettled territory into
which it merges.

Only in Alaska does one get a sense that the American
wilderness is sufficiently vast to sustain a real sense of
frontier, a sense that nature can still dominate man’s work.
Even there, however, man’s encroachment leaves its mark
and threatens to overcome nature’s aura. The seemingly
endless Alaska pipeline connects Prudhoe Bay with Valdez
and roads extend their fingers from Nome, Kodiak and Ruby.
In Washington, particularly near Seattle, it seems that man
has overtaken the wilderness, and now can make irrevocable
incursions into the land. Immense clearcuts scar the Olym-
pics and the Cascades, and suburbs engulf Lake Washington.
Seattle threatens to obscure what makes it Seattle. Unfortu-
nately, many American cities despair of reversing such
trends. This is more often due to negligence and disregard
for wilderness than to a lack of it: the character of Miami,
and its appeal as a place to visit, is threatened by tremendous
over-development of the Southern Florida shoreline and by
the degradation of the Everglades. These are problems to
which Miami has been a substantial contributor.

For many American cities, particularly in the East, even
the luxury of disregard for wilderness is no longer possible,
because so little wilderness remains. This does not mean,
however, that deriving a sense of the American wilderness is
no longer possible in the East. In the absence of untouched
wilderness we can still attempt to preserve its memory in
some tangible way. Even the memory of unsettled land can
provide an opening toward something distant. Central Park
in New York City provides just such an opening. The park,
with its pockets of naked rock and untamed vegetation, acts
as an enclave, albeit embattled, of wilderness in the vast
expanse of urban fabric. It develops a affective counterpoint
to the city. It centralizes the city not on institutions or on
some physical structure, but opens the city toward the
potential landscape that extends well beyond 5th Avenue and
Central Park West. It provides a vision, however vague, of
what the land was, so that one can get a clearer sense in New
York of what the city has become and where it stands.

Even so, Central Park presents a very limited view of
wilderness. It is besieged by the city and provides minimal
access to the primeval conditions of Manhattan Island. Like
Central Park, the parks that give people access to nature in
other American cities are often besieged by streets and
buildings. Though valuable, they give little indication of the
awe that settlers on the American frontier must have expe-
rienced as they looked westward, or that visitors to Anchor--
age feel when they face the Chugach Mountains and the
virtually endless wilderness to the North. The natural
landscape of most urban parks falls well within the domain
of human influence; it ultimately merges with the urban
fabric and becomes as characterless as the city streets that
bound it.

American cities require more than gardens and open
space to sustain their identity; they require wilderness so that
they can participate in the natural aura that extends beyond
their confines and so defines their essential character.
Americans must realize, with Thoreau, that for America
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“hope and the future are not in lawns and cultivated fields,
not in towns and cities, but in the impervious and quaking
swamps.* To understand this is particularly important now,
when we have almost completely subdued the land, when we
can no longer share Thoreau’s pleasure at how small man’s
works appear in the great American landscape.’' Some cities
have begun to act on this understanding by reclaiming areas
that were once developed, allowing them to revert to a
natural state. Old railways and vacant lots begin to re-open
cities to incursions from beyond their limits, inaugurating
again a vision of the land frontier. When we conceive of
cities and wilderness as fundamentally continuous spheres
that complement each other, we help to sustain not only
American wilderness areas, but a fundamental aspect of
American urban character.
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