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SCIENCE

Microcosms in a World Apart

Our cities are sick, and their condition grows worse. Morale has
deteriorated under the impact of lawlessness, pollution, and the ugliness
of the environment. Obsolete, the cities are fashioned in accord with
the realities of a century ago. The long-range solution is to build cities
of radically new design. However, that is a task of a generation or
more, and the crisis is now. We must look for measures that can be
implemented quickly. In this search we can learn from the examples
of other peoples who have also faced overcrowding.

The visitor to European cities sees much that could with advantage
be adapted here. Consider, for example, the Tivoli in downtown Copen-
hagen. In a parklike area of moderate size are ponds and waterfowl,
together with music, theater, dining, dancing, and amusement conces-
sions. The Tivoli is fenced in, and there is a nominal admission charge.
With security, the solid citizens of Copenhagen can relax and enjoy
their holiday outings.

Another such area, perhaps even more desirable, is the Palmengarten
in Frankfurt. Located near the middle of the city, it features botanical
displays of extraordinary variety and beauty. The park is small by
American standards. Yet skilled landscaping makes it seem larger than
it is. Inside its boundaries one has the impression of being in a world
apart. There are ponds, wooded paths, grassy glades, and flower gardens
—a delightful spot for a stroll or relaxation in the sunshine. Moreover,
there are microcosms within the world apart. In one small greenhouse
is a marvelous collection of orchids. Near it is another building housing
a great variety of cactuses. Yet another greenhouse contains huge
tropical pond lilies. In a larger glassed-in space are luxuriant palm trees;
at one end of the big room there is a waterfall with a fish pond beneath
it. The enveloping greenery and the sounds of falling water combine
most agreeably to lift the spirit.

In Europe, beauty is not confined to a few parks. At the typical
crossroads, instead of billboards there are carefully tended flower gar-
dens. Indeed, there are flowers almost everywhere, even at the airports.

The traveler returning from Europe is greeted with brutal ugliness.
What a miserable welcome! Yet it is a fair sample of what he is likely
to see in most cities. Pitifully little thought and energy have been devoted
to bringing beauty to urban centers. Yet the opportunity is often avail-
able. Consider the Mall associated with Independence Hall in Phila-
delphia. Its area is comparable to that of two European parks, and it
occupies some very expensive real estate. The Mall has a static vista,
fountains, and some benches frequented principally by derelicts. For
refreshment one may buy pretzels from street vendors. In contrast, one
of the most attractive features of the Society Hill section of Philadelphia
is a tiny 18th-century garden located a few hundred meters from
Independence Hall. This plot, tended by the Pennsylvania Horticultural
Society, is frequently replanted, so that every few weeks it provides a
different display. Though small, the garden is excellent in the quality
and variety of its planting, and it pleases many passersby.

This country has park facilities whose value as real estate totals
multibillions of dollars. We are not getting our money’s worth, and
it is time that constructive thought and effort were devoted to making it
possible for the majority of our citizens to enjoy what could be achieved
in the way of spirit-building recreational facilities.—PHILIP H. ABELSON



