IN THE GARDEN

Field Trip

Cily Splenclor Fort Tryon Park, one of Manhattans most
beauti{ul, Horﬁcul%ura“y ambitious spaces, fell into c!ecay but
has made a welcome and miraculous ECOVErY v CaroL WiLLiams

In summer, Deutzia and
Persicaria polymorpha

bloom along the promenade.

From the top, you can
look south to the buildings
of downtown Manhattan,
west to the woodsy
Palisades, and north to
spectacular views of

the Hudson River. The park
has an astonishing eight
miles of pathways, all

of them worth exploring
at any time of the year,

ON 67 CLIFFTOP ACRES at the northern-
most end of Manhattan lies a treasure of
American landscaping. Designed by the younger
Frederick Law Olmsted, then alternately culri-
vated, neglected, and gloriously resurrected by
the New York City Parks Department, Fort
“Iryon Park is free and open to the public 365
days a year. Take the A train.

The park’s south entrance stands across from
the 19oth Street stop, New York's only Gothic
Revival subway station. From the gate, paths and
terraces lead the eye to astonishing tree-framed
views of the [Hudson River, 240 feet below, and
the wild, forested cliffs of the opposite shore. A
few feet away, the Heather Garden begins, undu-
lating, apparently forever, up a gentle slope.

Olmsted’s Heather Garden presents an extraor-
dinary spectacle in a public park. A narrow foot-
path separates two long beds. In one, moorlike
drifts of heaths and heathers—roughly 50 vari-
eties of each—are elegantly interplanted with

scillas, species tulips, fritil-
laries, daphne, and frankli
nias. The heaths bloom from
January to April, the heath-
ers from June to September.
The other bed flowers in
spring and summer include
lilies, peonies, iris, anemo
nes, musk roses, and vibur-
nums. Hummingbirds hover.
Joggers linger.

Beside the Heather Garden
a promenade climbs beneath
American elms and culmi-
nates at the stone-walled
Linden Terrace. From there
you look out over wheel-
ing hawks, the medieval
tower of the Cloisters, and
20 miles of Hudson River.
In summer, local residents
spend entire days there in
river breezes and green lin-
den shade —“our air condi-
tioner.” Some eight miles
of stone pathways, stairs, promenades—blasted
out of Manhattan schist—lead organically from
terrace to terrace. Shelrered stone benches,
nestled against cliffs, and hostas, magnolias, and
witch hazels are small gardens in themselves, inti-
mate and serene.

How so exquisite a landscape survived tells a
story of the evolving attitude to public space in
a great city. Fort Tryon was the scene of a bloody
Revolutionary War battle; the British won and
took Manhattan. In the late nineteenth century,
several caprains of industry, drawn to the charis-
matic terrain, created estates at the site.

In 1917, John D. Rockefeller I1 purchased the
largest of these to serve as a future city park aswell
as the site of his Cloisters Museum. Initially, the
city refused the gift: the difficulties of turning the
site into a public park seemed insurmountable.
Rockefeller persevered, choosing to give the city a
completed park, with the caveat that the city must
maintain it. In two bold moves, he bought the
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