PART IAbout The High Line
2 www.thehighline.org
9 Plans
15 Sections
22 Renderings
23 Reclaiming the High Line by Joshua David
67 Transportation is a Growth Machine by Devin Lafo
105 West Chelsea 2005 Zoning Presentation by American Planning Association
171 Public Space Makers: The Future of the High Line
178 Distinguishing Digital Architecture edited by Yo-Tung Liu

PART IIIn The News
183 Elevated by Justin Davidson
189 The Neighborhood Below by Sarah Bernard & Aja Mangum
193 On High. A Fresh Outlook by Nicolai Ouroussoff
196 A Walk on the High Line by Adam Gopnik

THE HIGH LINETOC

PART I

About The High Line

THE HIGH LINE

HIGH LINE HISTORY
The High Line was built in the 1930s, as part of a massive public-private infrastructure project called the West Side
Improvement. It lifted freight traffic 30 feet in the air, removing dangerous trains from the streets of Manhattan’s largest
industrial district. No trains have run on the High Line since 1980. Friends of the High Line, a community-based non-profit
group, formed in 1999 when the historic structure was under threat of demolition. Friends of the High Line works in partnership with the City of New York to preserve and maintain the structure as an elevated public park.
The project gained the City’s support in 2002. The High Line south of 30th Street was donated to the City by CSX Transportation Inc. in 2005. The design team of landscape architects James Corner Field Operations, with architects Diller
Scofidio + Renfro, created the High Line’s public landscape with guidance from a diverse community of High Line supporters. Construction on the park began in 2006. The first section, from Gansevoort Street to 20th Street, is projected to open
in June 2009.

1847
The City of New York authorizes street-level railroad tracks down Manhattan’s West Side.
1851 – 1929
So many accidents occur between freight trains and street-level traffic that 10th Avenue becomes known as Death Avenue. For safety, men on horses, called the West Side Cowboys, ride in front of trains waving red flags.
1929
After years of public debate about the hazard, the City and State of New York and the New York Central Railroad agree
on the West Side Improvement Project, which includes the High Line. The entire project is 13 miles long, eliminates 105
street-level railroad crossings, and adds 32 acres to Riverside Park. It costs over $150 million in 1930 dollars—more than
$2 billion today.
1934
The High Line opens to trains. It runs from 34th Street to St. John’s Park Terminal, at Spring Street. It is designed to
go through the center of blocks, rather than over the avenue, to avoid creating the negative conditions associated with
elevated subways. It connects directly to factories and warehouses, allowing trains to roll right inside buildings. Milk, meat,
produce, and raw and manufactured goods come and go without causing street-level traffic.
1950s
Growth of interstate trucking leads to a drop in rail traffic, nationally and on the High Line.
1960s
The southernmost section of the High Line is demolished.
1980
The last train runs on the High Line pulling three carloads of frozen turkeys.
Mid-1980s
A group of property owners lobbies for demolition of the entire structure. Members of this group own land under the High
Line that was purchased at prices reflecting the High Line’s easement. Peter Obletz, a Chelsea resident, activist, and
railroad enthusiast, challenges demolition efforts in court and tries to re-establish rail service on the Line.
1999
Friends of the High Line is founded by Joshua David and Robert Hammond, residents of the High Line neighborhood, to
advocate for the High Line’s preservation and reuse as public open space.
March 2002
Friends of the High Line gains first City support—a City Council resolution advocating for the High Line’s reuse.
October 2002
A study done by Friends of the High Line finds that the High Line project is economically rational: New tax revenues created by the public space will be greater than the costs of construction.
December 2002
The City files with the federal Surface Transportation Board for railbanking, making it City policy to preserve and reuse the
High Line.
January – July 2003
An open ideas competition, “Designing the High Line,” solicits proposals for the High Line’s reuse. 720 teams from 36
countries enter. Hundreds of design entries are displayed at Grand Central Terminal. www.thehighline.org/competition
July 2003
Friends of the High Line and the City jointly testify before the Surface Transportation Board in support of High Line reuse.
March – September 2004
Friends of the High Line and the City of New York conduct a process to select a design team for the High Line. The selected team is led by James Corner Field Operations, a landscape architecture firm, Diller Scofidio + Renfro, an architecture firm, and experts in horticulture, engineering, security, maintenance, public art, and other disciplines. www.thehighline.
org/design/high-line-design

September 2004
The State of New York, CSX Transportation, Inc. (the railroad company), and the City of New York jointly file with the Surface Transportation Board to railbank the High Line.
April 2005
An exhibition showcasing the preliminary design by James Corner Field Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro opens at
the Museum of Modern Art.
June 2005
The Surface Transportation Board issues a Certificate of Interim Trail Use for the High Line, authorizing the City and railroad to conclude railbanking negotiations.
November 2005
The City takes ownership of the High Line from CSX Transportation, Inc., (which donates the structure), and the City and
CSX sign a Trail Use Agreement. Taken together, these two actions effectively preserve the High Line south of 30th Street.

April 2006
Groundbreaking is celebrated on the High Line with the lifting of a rail track. The first phase of construction on Section 1 of
the High Line begins.
April 2006
Construction begins on Section 1 (Gansevoort Street to 20th Street). Tracks, ballast, and debris are removed, and the
tracks are mapped, tagged, and stored (some will be reinstalled in the park landscape). This is followed sandblasting of
steel, repairs to concrete and drainage systems, and installation of pigeon deterrents underneath the Line.
2008
Landscape Construction begins on Section 1, with construction and installation of pathways, access points, seating, lighting, and planting.
June 2008
Final designs are released for the High Line’s transformation to a public park.
Spring 2009
Section 1 (Gansevoort Street to 20th Street) opens to the public.
2010 (Projected)
Section 2 (20th Street to 30th Street) opens to the public

NEIGHBORHOOD INFO
The High Line runs through three of Manhattan’s most dynamic neighborhoods: the Meatpacking District, West Chelsea,
and Hell’s Kitchen/Clinton. When the High Line was built in the 1930s, these neighborhoods were dominated by industrial
and transportation uses. Now many of the warehouses and factories have been converted to art galleries, design studios,
retailers, restaurants, museums, and residences.
T H E M E AT PA C K I N G D I S T R I C T
Much of the first section of the High Line is located in the Meatpacking District. Around 1900, the district was home to
more than 250 slaughterhouses and meatpacking plants. Before the High Line was built, trains on street level, as well as
barges and ships from the Hudson River, brought goods to the district for processing. When the High Line was built, it carried freight trains full of meat and other goods directly to the upper floors of these meatpacking plants and factories.
In recent decades, as industrial uses have declined in New York City, the Meatpacking District has seen a resurgence of
other uses. Its historic cobblestone streets and low-lying industrial buildings are now home to many restaurants, nightclubs, design and photography studios, and fashion boutiques.
In 2003, following a community-led effort, the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission established the Gansevoort Market Historic District in recognition of the neighborhood’s historical importance.
The corner of Gansevoort Street and Washington Street, at the High Line’s southern end, is the future location of a new
Whitney Museum of American Art facility. Pre-construction has begun on the site, and the facility is currently projected to
open in 2012. Visit the Whitney’s Web site for more information.
The High Line south of 14th Street is located within the district of Manhattan Community Board No. 2. For more information on Community Board No. 2, please visit the Community Board 2 Web site.
WEST CHELSEA
To the north of the Meatpacking District is the neighborhood of West Chelsea, where the majority of the High Line is
located. West Chelsea shares the industrial past of the Meatpacking District, with large factories and warehouses lining its
streets and avenues. West Chelsea is now home to the world’s largest concentration of art galleries.
In 2005, much of West Chelsea was rezoned by the Department of City Planning, to allow for the High Line’s reuse, to
encourage the continued use of former industrial spaces as art galleries, and to encourage economic growth through residential development along Tenth and Eleventh Avenues.
Much of Chelsea was, and continues to be, residential; its tree-lined blocks of historic townhouses earned part of it designation as the Chelsea Historic District in 1970, with an extension added in 1981.
The creation of another Historic District, in West Chelsea, was recently approved by the Landmarks Preservation Commission. This District focuses on the industrial history of the neighborhood, and includes many historically and architecturally significant factory and warehouse buildings.
The High Line north of 14th Street is located within the district of Manhattan Community Board No. 4. For information on
Community Board No. 4, please visit the Community Board 4 Web site.
C L I N TO N / H E L L’ S K I T C H E N
The High Line’s northernmost section runs through the southern section of the Clinton / Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood.
Much of this neighborhood was part of the 2005 Hudson Yards Rezoning, which was meant to encourage large-scale
development and the improvement of transportation infrastructure. In the next decade or so, this neighborhood will likely
undergo significant changes to its built environment.
W E S T S I D E R A I L YA R D S
North of 30th Street, the High Line runs around the perimeter of the West Side Rail Yards, located between Tenth and
Twelfth Avenues and 30th and 33rd Streets. This section of the High Line is not yet owned by the City. Its future depends
on a planning process now underway between the Metropolitan Transit Authority, the State agency that owns the site; the
Related Companies, the developer leasing the site for a large-scale development; and the City.
Throughout the planning process, Friends of the High Line is working with these parties, as well as with many community
groups and elected officials, to ensure that the entire historic High Line is preserved at the West Side rail yards.

DESIGNING THE HIGH LINE

The High Line design team is led by landscape architecture and urban design firm James Corner Field Operations, with
architecture firm Diller Scofidio + Renfro and many other designers, analysts and engineers.

2003 IDEAS COMPETITION
In January 2003, Friends of the High Line launched Designing the High Line, an open, international ideas competition,
soliciting innovative proposals for the High Line’s reuse. Entries did not have to be practical or realistic. Entrants were
encouraged to be bold and forward-thinking—to create visions as unique and unexpected as the High Line itself.
720 individuals and teams from 36 countries submitted proposals to the 2003 Ideas Competition. These were evaluated
by a renowned panel of jurors in May 2003. The four principal winners, three special award winners, ten honorable mentions, and more than 150 other noteworthy proposals were displayed at Grand Central Terminal in July 2003.
www.thehighline.org/competition
2004 DESIGN TEAM SELECTION
Early High Line concept
In 2004, Friends of the High Line and the City of New York partnered to select the High Line’s design team. The selection
process ran for six months, starting in March 2004. 52 teams, each of which included experts from the fields of architecture, landscape architecture, engineering, art, urban planning, horticulture, and numerous other relevant disciplines,
responded to the original Request for Qualifications. Seven teams were short-listed, and the list of seven was then narrowed to the four finalist teams. The four finalists were each asked to present a proposed design approach to the High
Line. Their submissions were exhibited for the public at New York City’s Center for Architecture in summer 2004. These
designs were not intended to be final plans, but rather illustrations of the direction each team would take the project if
selected. The design approaches proposed by the four finalists can be viewed below.
• James Corner Field Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro
• Zaha Hadid Architects with Balmori Associates, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill LLP, and studio MDA
• Steven Holl Architects with Hargreaves Associates and HNTB
• TerraGRAM: Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates with D.I.R.T. Studio and Beyer Blinder Belle
In October 2004, a Steering Committee made up of representatives from the City of New York and Friends of the High
Line selected the team of James Corner Field Operations (landscape architecture) and Diller Scofidio + Renfro (architecture) to begin design work on the High Line.
Team Statement Diller
What will grow here? The Field Operations-led team comprises a design collaborative with Diller, Scofidio and Renfro, Olafur Eliasson, Piet Oudolf and Buro Happold.
This team is supported by L’Observatoire, Robert Sillman Associates, ETM Associates,
Philip Habib Associates, Williams Group, GRB, Control Point, Code Consultants, VJ
Associates, DVS Associates, Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, Creative Time and Pentagram.
As a collective, this team brings together seasoned technical expertise with innovative
design thinkers that move fluidly in and out of disciplinary boundaries.
Inspired by the melancholic, unruly beauty of the High Line, where nature has reclaimed a once-vital piece of urban infrastructure, the team retools this industrial
conveyance into a post-industrial instrument of leisure, life, and growth. By changing
the rules of engagement between plant life and pedestrians, our strategy of agri-tecture
combines organic and building materials into a blend of changing proportions that accommodates the wild, the cultivated, the intimate, and the hyper-social. In stark contrast
to the speed of Hudson River Park, this parallel linear experience is marked by slowness, distraction and an other-worldliness that preserves the strange character of the
High Line. Providing flexibility and responsiveness to the changing needs, opportunities, and desires of the dynamic context, our proposal is designed to remain perpetually
unfinished, sustaining emergent growth and change over time
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transportation is a growth machine

Chapter 1

It

is easy to take for granted
the complex society that we
are a part of today, I think
because we sort of have to in order to
not be overwhelmed. New York City is
one of the largest metropolises in the
world, but in order to tolerate that on
a human level, we break the city down
into our own daily routines and rely on
the different networks in our life to create
stability in this crazy world. Just like us,
the City is connected into myriad network
– nancial, transportation, power, the list
goes on – which ideally provide some
level of apparent stability for the City as
well.

drawing of bustling Manhattan

growth diagram

1 Harvey Molotch, 53.
2 Harvey Molotch, 53

These
new
communities
competed to attract federal ofces,
colleges, and other institutions in order
to stimulate development, which would
give rise to property values, most of which
were owned by those who competed
for the institutions1. The other important
factor for growth was dependent upon
government decision making, such as
with the development of a transportation
network that would give a town better
access to resources. Those communities
with stronger elites were of course more
likely to have stronger growth. Their
lobbying and manipulations could be the
very bread and butter from which a great
city is made2.

Stepping back in American
history, the taming of the Wild West was
ultimately extremely rapid because of
such high interests in making money off
the value of the land. And of course the
big question was… How valuable was
the land?

Really though the City is an everchanging being. Each network that
plugs into and has an effect on that City
is affected by a whole series of public and
private interests, with one main goal…
Growth. Whether or not a government
promotes this goal, there will at the
very least always be private interests in
growth because growth equals money.

3, Harvey Molotch, 54

The evidence of how a
transportation network can affect the
way people use space is vast. Ultimately,
the very notion of a transportation
network’s existence implies that there are
destinations in existence. The creation of
or addition to any transportation network

Local politicians were almost
always members of the elite (or soon
to be), making it difcult to distinguish
between the political and nancial
motives of any decision or proposal.
Town leaders used every resource
available to build up the regions in which
they had made investments. Perhaps
the most spectacular case of this was
with William Ogden of Chicago. When he
came to the city in 1835, its population
was under 4,000, essentially a small
town. He became the town’s mayor,
its railway developer, and the owner of
much of its prime real estate. Chicago’s
status as the “crossroads of America”
and the dominant Midwestern City did
not just happen by chance (there are
plenty of other cities in the Midwest) –
Ogden’s political clout and active role
in the railroad industry allowed him to
literally build the crossroads at the place
of his choosing. This of course not only
paid huge dividends on his investments,
but in the long run, created the vibrant
city of Chicago as a legacy3.

The
histories
behind
our
transportation
networks
offer
a
fascinating look back at the hundreds
of people in dozens of cities around
the country who have helped shape
our urban environments into what they
are today. These histories are both
innumerable and complex, and for the
sake of analysis, this essay will focus
on the complex history of just one leg
of New York City’s many transportation
systems.

Though it is not hard for us to
understand the city as a growing entity
per se, it is still easy to take for granted
the highways and bridges, railroads and
subways, as well as the many other
types of infrastructure that have allowed
our cities to grow. As we pass over a
bridge on our way in or out of Manhattan,
perhaps listening to music or talking
with friends, it is easy not to think for a
moment about the enormous amount
of time and energy that went into the
proposal(s), planning, construction of,
and maintenance for that bridge, which
is the same for any bridge, and any road,
and any railway.
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gives better or greater access to larger
numbers of both people and resources,
which can lead to a higher demand for
land, thereby boosting property values.
Transportation is a growth machine.
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just one leg of one network

Chapter 2

The

4 Joshua David, 8-9
5 “About the High Line”

Threatened with demolition in the
1990s, surrounding residents gathered
to save the structure, on the grounds that
the high line was not only a of historical
signicance, but that the railway had
also become a green belt of plant life
– thousands of plants from dozens of
species. The Friends of the High Line
was established in 1999, and after much
effort, they successfully lobbied for the
preservation of the High Line and for its
reuse as a public green space5.

High Line is a 1.5
mile long stretch
of
elevated
rail viaduct that cuts through three
neighborhoods on the lower west side of
Manhattan. Built during the late 1920s
in a transportation fueled urban boom,
the elevated railway afforded a vital
connection to the national rail network,
while greatly improving the street
condition. Heavily used for decades as
the principal freight artery into the city,
the rails eventually went into disuse in
19804.

Because so many cities similar
stretches of unused elevated railway,
I believe that an analysis of the High
Line’s history and current reuse plan
is especially valuable to the ongoing
discussions about urban renewal, reuse,
and sustainability. Since the High Line is
actually a modern-day moniker for the
elevated 1.5 mile remnant of what was
a much more comprehensive freight
line owned by the New York Central
Railroad, a history of that freight line will
be presented. However, the elevated
tracks of the High Line will remain the
focus.

manhattan freight

Chapter 3

nhaatta

In

6 Joshua David, 44
7 Ibid., 44

In 1869, Cornelius Vanderbilt

By 1866, less than 20 yearss
e
after the construction of the street-level
tracks, a Senate committee sights major
conicts between trains and street trafc.
“The traction of freight and passenger
trains by ordinary locomotive on the
surface of the street is an evil which has
already been endured too long and must
be speedily abated.” However, two
years later in 1868, the rst St. John’s
Park Terminus is constructed at the
Southern end of the line at Laight and
Varick Streets, which allows for even
heavier freight trafc through the streets
of Manhattan7.

1847, the City of New
York authorizes the
Hudson River Railroad to
lay street-level tracks down Manhattan’s
West Side, as far south as Canal Street,
forming a freight connection with the
national railroad system via Albany.
Within months of the tracks being laid,
trains are running all day and night
between Albany and lower Manhattan.
Almost immediately, the trains created so
much havoc and congestion in the busy
industrial neighborhoods, that a man
on horseback – or West Side Cowboy
as they were referred – would lead
each train waving a red ag, as to warn
pedestrians, autos, and other vehicless
of the approaching locomotive6.

west side cowboy

west side

1930s

cowboys

1911

unknown source

death avenue around 1911

8 Joshua David, 45
9 Ibid., 45
10 Commission Report

Hundreds stage a protest against the
dangerous conditions of “Death Avenue,”
which had long been the nickname for
the distance of 30 or so blocks along
11th avenue where the trains ran on
grade. Various citizen groups form to
support of the elimination of grade level
crossings, including the Social Reform

“For many years the situation has
been growing worse and worse;
children are killed; needed streets
are rendered almost impassible,
trafc is constantly impeded by
freight trains, and a large portion
of an important section of the City
nds its progress retarded10.”

By 1907, the combined congestion
from rail, ship, and street trafc is
severely affecting commercial activity on
the west side, as well as increasing the
dangerous street conditions9. The New
York City Public Service Commission of
1907 reported:

consolidates his railroad holdings (which
included the Hudson River Railroad) to
form the New York Central and Hudson
River Railroad Company. As Vanderbilt
grows his industry, the communities on
the West Side grow more disgruntled
with the noise, smoke, and danger. As
a move to pacify residents, crossing
guards are stationed at all intersections
along the tracks, 24 hours a day8.

11 “400 Deadly Grade Crossings in New York”

Despite decades of public
discontent, the formation of citizen
groups, and media publicity, plans for the
removal of the street level tracks were
never solidied. Many proposals were
brought to the table by city ofcials as
well as the New York Central Railroad, but
the two sides were never able to come
to a consensus, and various schemes
would sit for years until forgotten. Part

Club’s Committee, which later becomes
the League to End Death Avenue. In
1910, the New York Times runs a
feature article titled, “400 Deadly Grade
Crossings in New York,” which outlines
the problems created by over 450 grade
crossings in New York City and 89 in
Manhattan alone, most of which are
along Death Avenue11.

12 R. A. C. Smith
13 Ibid., 18

In 1916, New York City
Commissioner of Docks, R. A. C. Smith,
publishes a report called The West
Side Improvement, which offers a new
proposal for the plan as well as a status
report. The publication also intended to
briey outline some of the history behind
the debate, “in order that those who
have not had an opportunity to follow
the matter in all of its phases may have
before them in concrete and summary
form, the whole question13.”

of the problem was that there were these
two separate vested interests – the City
of New York and the railroad. Generally,
both sides could agree that the removal
of street level tracks was a good idea –
the streets would nally be clear of rail
trafc and the freight liners would run
with much greater efciency – but their
opinion differed on the scale of the plans
and, more importantly, nances12. Who
grabs the bill – the City or the railroad?
Important as these moves were for the
growth of the city, they were expensive
moves.

original 1916 publication

agree to disagree

Chapter 4
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14 R. A. C. Smith
15 Ibid., 16-17

Since New York Central’s
foundation in 1853 as a consolidation of
several smaller railroads between Albany
and Buffalo, the rail company had grown

After years without successful
negotiations and with growing complaint
from the public, the City had begun
looking into alternative options for the
means of removal of the street-level lines.
Some schemes proposed a railway along
the water, owned by the City and used
by all the railroads including New York
Central. Other schemes proposed the
discontinuance of any New York Central
service south of West 30th street15. It
seems that New York Central Railroad
had perhaps underplayed their need for
control of the principal New York Freight
line.

to this point in time
(1916), the rights to the
West Side tracks have
been entirely private, owned by The New
York Central Railroad since its formation
in 1869. New York Central has been
resistant to taking nancial responsibility
for the West Side Improvement, largely
due to the fact that federal regulation
has stunted competition between the
different rail companies, which provides
no stimulus for these lines to maintain or
expand their terminus facilities14.

1876 map of New York Central service

16 R. A. C. Smith, 5

Smith clearly seems to have realized that

“The
Modernization
and
improvement of the freight
tracks of the of the New York
Central Railroad now under
consideration… is a project which
vitally affects the commercial
welfare of the Port of New York,
and in no small measure the
prosperity of the State and the
Nation16.”

The rst section of the
Commissioner Smith’s 1916 publication
The West Side Improvement begins as
follows:

considerably. Within 20 years, the rail
line toted the rst long-distance, fourcar railroad in the world. By the time of
Smith’s publication in 1916, the New
York Central Railroad connected towns
and cities in New York, Massachusetts,
Vermont, Pennsylvania, West Virginia,
Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, Indiana, as well
as the Canadian provinces of Ontario
and Quebec. But New York City was the
absolute pinnacle of New York Central’s
rail service, and to lose the rights of the
freight lines in Manhattan would be a
huge hit to the company. Of course,
the City was well aware of this, perhaps
proposing the schemes mentioned
above as a kind of scare tactic.

1876 map of New York Central service

1893 map of New York Central service

1900 map of New York Central service

17 “R. A. C, Smith, Tells of Dock Work”

I would assume that even in
1924, the Commissioner of Docks knew
very well that the removal of street level
tracks was essential to relieving the
congestion of Manhattan’s West Side.
His above comments are part of a neverending political game between the City,
the public, and the railroad companies.
By proposing an “experimental” solution
to the problem, Smith attempts to take
pressure of the Mayor, to whom the

I found no references to the actual
results of this gangway ‘experiment,’
but it is obvious it could not possibly
reduce trafc to a minimum without the
simultaneous removal of street-level
freight trafc from the west side.

“After a great deal of
thought
and
consideration,
I have succeeded in making
arrangements for the building of
a lateral gangway alongside one
of the piers on the west side,
preferably Pier 27. I hope that the
experiment will result, and I rmly
believe that it will, in reducing the
congestion to a minimum17.”

the West Side Improvement plan may
have an effect on the growth of the entire
city, which is interesting considering that
in a New York Times article from only two
years prior, the Docks Commissioner
suggests an entirely different solution to
the area’s congestion:

original 1916 R. A. C. Smith publication

18 R. A. C. Smith, 11-12

Smith then goes on to summarize the
then current condition of the entire
New York Central freight line within the
borough of Manhattan, which is worth
reading not only for its understanding
into the complexity of an urban freight
network, but for its deeper understanding
into the very specic need for a system
overhaul.

“Considering the New York
Central’s present freight tracks
from the City Line to St. John’s
Park Terminus, it must be
apparent even to the most
inexperienced layman that it is
grossly inadequate. So long as it
remains in this condition there is
but slight incentive for the other
railroads to either improve their
stations or to spend the necessary
capital for the establishment of
new terminal facilities18.”

But that was 1914. In his 1916
publication – addressed to various
New York City Boards, Chambers, and
Associations – the Docks Commissioner
pins New York Central into a corner,
blasting the principal New York rail line
for the degraded condition of its facilities
and insisting that the railroad giant set
an example for the other lines:

brunt of public complaint falls. It is all a
circular game of avoidance, very similar
to the game that New York Central has
been playing with the New York City.

19 R. A. C. Smith, 83
20 Ibid, 50-51.
21 Ibid, 50-51

Despite an apparent agreement
between the City of New York and the
New York Central Railroad to proceed
with the proposal as outlined in the
1916 publication, it would seem that
any further action was halted by that

Within Smith’s publication, the West
Side Improvement plan is explained
in detail, and what is interesting is that
this appears to be the rst proposal
for an elevated structure South of 30th
Street that is almost exactly what was
to be built years later20. “The tracks
will be carried on an elevated structure
extending through 30th street from 12th
avenue to a point about 250 feet west
of 10th avenue, where they curve into
private property21.”

“These amounts constitute the
price which the Railroad is paying
for the willingness of the City of
New York to grant its permission
for the expansion of the Railroad’s
facilities19.”

Having lost its security blanket of
rail rights, Smith is hoping that New York
Central will be a bit quicker to accept his
proposal, which has the railroad paying
not only a large capital expenditure, but
additional money as well on matters
that are of higher municipal than railroad
interest:

22 Joshua David, 46.
23 “The West Side Improvement
24 R. A. C. Smith, 83

A year later, in 1926, Mayor
James J. Walker creates the West

Throughout the 1920’s, new plans
were introduced that varied greatly from
the 1916 scheme. In 1925, Manhattan
Borough President Julius Miller proposes
a double-decked elevated highway,
running from 72nd street down to Canal
Street, with rail and vehicular trafc split
between the two levels. Although the
New York Times had reported on the
West Side Improvement as early as 1916,
it was not until the mid 20s that frequent
articles reached the public eye and the
project became widely known, which
began to increase the pressure on the
City to nally come to an agreement.

United States’ involvement in World War
I22. However, according to a 1916 New
York Times article about the West Side
Improvement progress, “if all the gains
were to be the city’s, and all of the costs
were to be the railway’s, there could be
no agreement at all23.” Smith even points
out in his publication that “the settlement
reects very greatly to the advantage of
the City24.” Perhaps New York Central
made a deal with the City only for fear
of losing its Manhattan rail rights, but
really the company was perfectly happy
to delay the project due to the war. This
is further evidenced by the lack of action
taken immediately following the war.

different schemes for Riverside Park, which was part of the West Side Improvement

The timing seemed suspicious, or
at the very least arbitrary, as I had found
no contextual information surrounding
the creation of the new law. So I began
researching New York transportation
networks, which lead me to nd the
‘New York City Transit Report.” The
publication is an overall analysis of all
New York City transportation systems
as requested by a City transit committee
of consulting engineer C. E. Smith. The

Side Engineering committee to work
with the railroad to develop a plan to
remove the tracks from the West Side
streets. Among the plans proposed
is a scheme by M.H. Winkler that
consolidated airplane, freight, and ship
commerce into one building, which
seems a much loftier and idealistic goal
than any previous scheme. Considering
that such massive construction would
take years to develop, it is interesting
that less than a year later the New York
Governor signs a bill to speed up gradeelimination in New York City. And just
another year after that, in 1928, the New
York City Grade Crossing Elimination Act
becomes law, creating legal guidelines
for the West Side Improvement. So then
is it pure coincidence that after more
than 80 years with street-level tracks, at
a time when neither the City nor railroad
seemed particularly close to reaching
a deal, the West Side Improvement is
made into law?

Soon after, the West Side
Engineering Committee presents a
plan to the New York City Board of
Estimate, which includes the elevated
tracks south of 30th street (i.e. the high
line) as well as the Borough President’s
elevated highway (i.e. the west side
highway), which had been changed to
a single-level elevated highway solely for
automobiles. The plans for the elevated
railway were essentially the same as
those presented in 1916 by Docks
Commissioner Smith. Within a year,
both projects had been approved by the
Board, and construction contacts were
signed. The New York Times predicts
a total cost of $175 million – over $2.1
billion of today’s dollars – for the West
Side rail plan, $110 million to be paid by
the railroad, $50 million to be paid by the
City, and $15 million by the State26. The
rst street-level rails were removed later
that year (1929) with great festivity, even
dipping the very rst ones removed in
gold so as to remember this happy day
forever.
26 Joshua David, 47

25 C. E. Smith, 5

blame directly on the trafc congestion of
the West Side industrial zone. The New
York City Grade Crossing Elimination
Act was put into law in 1928, less than
one year later.

The report is quite detailed, but in
his opening ‘Letter of Transmittal,’ C. E.
Smith has some harsh words for the city.
“Poor Transit, trafc, and transportation
conditions are causing industry to grow
faster in adjacent New Jersey than in
New York City25,” so much so in fact
that the population of lower Manhattan
is decreasing. And one would think
that, despite the length and detail of
the report, those words alone were just
about enough for the City. All of their
fears about the congested industrial
sector of Manhattan had come true…
The city had stopped growing. It had
even started shrinking. Fewer people
residing in the city would most likely
lower the demand for land, potentially
dropping property values. Think about
it… For decades, New York City had
been one of the most powerful growth
machines in the world, creating value
based on demand, making investors rich
almost overnight at times. It was easy
to assume that such powerful growth
could be sustained despite unfavorable
conditions, but here it was in black and
white – a consultant’s report places

consulting engineer publishes his report
to the City on September 30, 1927, not
long before the Governor signs a bill to
speed up grade-crossing elimination.

map of high line

detail of high line

high line high use
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27Joshua David, 48

A 1910 New York Times Article
reported that 56 people were killed and

Both the City and the railroad
praise the project’s completion – it is a
progressive solution to some very serious
problems. But I think the question here
is an ethical one about the motivations
behind decisions made that contributed
to the delay of this project for so many
decades.
The High Line became
operational 87 years after the street-level
tracks were laid… Just to be clear, that’s
85 years of the West Side Cowboys and
24 hour crossing guards. That’s nearly a
century! The High Line was operational
for 46 years, from 1934-1980, but was
only fully operational until 1960, meaning
that the street-level tracks were used for
less than twice the length of time that the
High Line was in use. How many deaths
could have been prevented if action had
been taken years or decades earlier?

High
Line
ofcially opens
on June 28th,
1934, lauded by ofcials as “one of
the greatest public improvements in
the history of New York27.” New York
Central president F.E. Williamson gives a
speech to mark the occasion declaring
that this simple event today may well
mark a transformation of the West Side
that will affect its development for the
better part of decades to come.”

the high line under construction

West SIde Improvement employees

high line detail

high line detail

the high line

28 “400 Deadly Grade Crossings in New York”
29 Joshua David, 20
30 Ibid., 13

Only when the City’s elite was
at serious risk of losing investment was
action taken toward the improvement
of a freight rail system that had been
antiquated for decades. Years of public
outcry and activism achieved virtually
nothing, yet this seems to quickly be
forgotten, while the High Line soon
becomes a proud symbol of modernity
for the New York City Port, and for
the entire city as well. The elevated
tracks curve and twist through lower
Manhattan, cutting between, over, and
literally through buildings on its way to
its southernmost terminus. The High
Line is a vital component of the “City of
Tomorrow29,” basically ideas borrowed
from Futurism that separate different
modes of transportation onto different
levels, which enter the specic buildings
that they serve. “Nowhere was there a
greater need for a trafc-sorting system
than on the west side30,” and here was
one that delivered commodities directly
to the factories and warehouses that

100 hundred injured by grade crossings
in New York City during the 2.5 years
prior28. For the sake of discussion, the
projected numbers over 87 years would
be over 2000 deaths and 3500 injuries,
and there were likely to have been higher
numbers of deaths in the earlier years of
street-level rail operation.

Antonio Sant’Elia, La Citta Nuova, 1914

cover of pamphlet from opening day of High Line

31 “The West Side Improvement”

- “The improvement of the Railroad Company’s
freight operation and switching services on its
new private right-of-way without interference
with street trafc, thus materially aiding in the
development of the West Side industrial area.
Much of the freight vitally necessary to New York
City, particularly milk, meats and other foodstuffs, is hauled over this route, long known as
the ‘Life Line of New York31.’”

- “The development of Riverside Park, the covering
of the railroad north of Seventy-Second Street,
with an express motor highway, and easy access
to 32 acres of additional recreational space for
the public.”

- “The discontinuance of steam operation of
trains in the City and the substitution of electric
operation.”

- “The elimination of railroad grade crossings at
105 streets, including the railroad’s longitudinal
occupation of several important north and south
thoroughfares, freeing these avenues and streets
from the congestion, hazards and trafc delays
that were inevitable with train operation on the
surface of the streets.”

- “The settlement of several long-standing
disputes between the railroad company and the
city.”

In a pamphlet distributed on the opening day of
the High Line and the newly completed St. John’s Park
Freight Terminal, the City points to six principal benets
that will result from the West Side Improvement plan:

used and distributed those commodities

32 “The West Side Improvement”

The only all-freight line on
Manhattan, the High Line was fully
operational from 1934 to 1960, during
which time the elevated tracks brought
in a majority of the City’s food, milk,
and merchandise. The freight trains
would pass through buildings, stopping
once inside to make easy deliveries to
factories, warehouses, and meat packing
plants. A double track spur extended
off the mainline from West 30th, across
10th Avenue, and into the new Morgan
Parcel Post Building. Mail was handled
on the second of six stories where six
tracks and six platforms accommodated
36 cars at one time and an estimated
8,000 per year32.

It is evident here the drastic effect that one
single transportation project can have
on a city. The West Side Improvement
plan built a highly efcient urban freight
system, while simultaneously improving
street safety, emissions standards,
access to park space, and community
relations. Finally the Life Line of New
York was pumping an adequate supply.

the Morgan Parcel Post Building

high line disuse
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33 Joshua David, 49
34 Ibid., 50

The passing of the Northeast Rail
Services Act of 1981 allows Conrail to
enter into a three-stage process to rid
itself of the unprotable High Line, which
ultimately could result in the sale and
demolition of the structure. However,
thanks in large part to Chelsea residents’
strong efforts throughout the years,

The High Line continues to
receive light freight use during the
next several years, but in the late 70s,
the federal government forms Conrail
from the remains of six Northeast rail
carriers (including Penn Central), which
means that the elevated tracks are now
government property. The last train runs
down the line in 1980, carrying three
boxcars of frozen turkeys34.

the trucking industry
grows
during
the
1950s, declining rail
trafc leads to huge losses for New
York Central Railroad, and in 1960, the
company is forced to make service cuts,
sell St. John’s Park Freight Terminal, and
abandon the southernmost section of
the High Line, which is then demolished
in 1963. In 1968, Penn Central Railroad
takes over the New York Central
Railroad33, marking the end of an era
in which the High Line played a vital
and progressive role in New York City’s
development.

35 Joshua David, 51
36 Richard Stalter, 389

Despite the constant threat
of violent annihilation, the High Line
becomes one of the most tranquil spots
in the city. Years of natural growth
carpet the bed of the raised tracks. The
clamor and action of constant freight
trafc is a distant memory next to the
pleasant High Line meadow that rolls
uninterrupted for 1.5 miles high above
the hustle and bustle of the New York
City streets below. Climbing up onto
he line becomes a popular activity
and residents begin to appreciate the
elevated railway for something more
than just its engineering or historical
signicance. “Within the connes of
New York City lies an overlooked oasis
of green, the successional lichens,
mosses, and vascular plants that occupy
the abandoned elevated High Line36.”
Indeed, the High Line greenbelt grows
to consist of some 161 species in 48
families, mostly grasses and wildowers,
but some shrubs and small tress as
well.

beginning with the 1983 formation of
the West Side Rail Line Development
Foundation by resident Peter Obletz, the
High Line escaped threats of demolition
numerous times during the 80s and
90s35.

high line reuse

Chapter 7
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37 Joshua David, 49-52
38 “About the High Line”
39 Ibid.

While this once again preserved
the High Line for future reuse, it did not

Despite this act, outgoing Mayor
Giuliani (who had originally opposed the
project) signs papers in late 2001 that
commit the High Line to demolition,
sighting that some type of improper
procedure. But Friends of the High Line
fought back in court and won on the
grounds that the plans to demolish the
high line were “undertaken in violation of
lawful procedure and were an error of
the law39.” Saved again!

1999, the Friends of the
High Line form with the
mission of preserving
the elevated railway and reusing the
structure as an elevated park space.
Whereas
previous
preservationists
had advocated the structure’s future
reuse for transportation, this is the rst
proposal that presents a public space for
the entire length of the High Line37. The
proposal begins to really gain support
with both residents and local elected
ofcials, and in 2001, after over 100 civic
and community groups testify before
the New York City Council Committee
for State & Federal Legislation, the
protection of the highline for later reuse
is approved. City and State ofcials are
called upon to take all necessary steps
towards this end38.

dead space below High Line

proposed reuse

park proposal

The city is a growth

40 “About the HIgh Line”
41 Ibid.

And there it is…
machine.

“As we have learned from our City’s
great parks, public spaces create
value and catalyze growth. Central
Park was planned in a recession.
Even in tough economic times, we
have to invest in our future – by
planning for the public projects that
will keep us at the forefront of the
world’s great cities41.”

On July 10, 2003, New York City
Council Speaker Gifford Miller announced
a $15.75 million funding commitment to
the High Line project. After a 20-year ght
against powerful commercial interests and
city ofcials, Chelsea residents could nally
celebrate. “The High Line was built during
the Depression to invigorate New York’s
economy, and it will reinvigorate our City
again today40,” said Speaker Miller.

guarantee funds for the proposal. In 2002,
the Friends of the High Line presented
a planning study to the Bloomberg
administration, which addressed the
technical issues of reusing the structure
as park space. The administration then
requested an economic report: Did it make
sense for the City to support this type of
project during an economic low? The study
found that the new tax revenues generated
by the High Line would signicantly offset
the cost of construction and maintenance
of the park.

park proposal

While it is unfortunate that
growth seems to play such a large role
in determining both open public spaces
and public rights of way (both of which
are necessary with or without growth),
it is a testament to the cultural value
placed on the elevated railway that it will
see a second life as a public open space.
Though much different from its original
function, the aerial park will continue to
be vital to Manhattan. Teaching all of us
lessons about reuse, sustainability, plant
life, and healthy commuting, the High
Line will continue to be a New York Life
Line for years to come.

Even in this case, which is so
different in every way from the West Side
Improvement, the underlying reason for
the allocation of money is the potential
for growth. The funny thing is that we
are currently in a recession far worse
than the economic woes of 2002, and
although they could not have planned for
this, I imagine that New York City ofcials
are looking forward to the park’s ofcial
opening, scheduled for June 2009.

park proposal
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THE HIGH LINE

KEY MILESTONES
 1.6 miles of open space - a unique

opportunity to plan for a one-of-a-kind
open space for the 21st Century
 Federal Surface Transportation Board

granted Certificate of Interim Trail Use on
June 13, 2005
 ULURP approval for acquisition and site

site selection: June 23, 2005
 Execution of Trail Use Agreement:

November 4, 2005

30TH ST

OBJECTIVES

 Provide market

rate and affordable
housing opportunities in West Chelsea

 Facilitate proposed open space along

the High Line
 Enhance West
 Encourage a

Chelsea gallery district

dynamic mix of land uses

 Ensure the form

of new buildings
relates to neighborhood character and
proposed High Line open space

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

CONTEXT

Tenth Ave

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

HUDSON YARDS
W. 30th St.

Neighborhood is bordered by:
Residential Chelsea

WEST
CHELSEA

Gansevoort Meat Market
Hudson Yards

CHELSEA

Hudson River

W. 14th St.

GANSEVOORT –
MEAT MARKET DISTRICT

WEST
VILLAGE

W. 30th St.

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

Light manufacturing and
commercial uses
5 FAR
No residential use allowed

M1-5/R8A: Mixed residential, commercial

Tenth Ave

M1-5:

Eleventh Ave

PREVIOUS ZONING

and light manufacturing uses
6 FAR, adopted in 1999
W. 23rd St.

M1-5/R9A: Mixed residential, commercial
and light manufacturing uses
7.5 FAR, adopted in 1999

W. 18th St.

study area

W. 16th St.

W. 30th St.

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

PREVIOUS LAND USE

W. 25th St.
Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

Eleventh Ave

W. 28th St.

W. 23rd St.

W. 21st St.
Land Use
residential
commercial
industrial
transportation and utility
institutional
open space
parking
vacant

W. 18th St.

W. 16th St.

W. 30th St.

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

PREVIOUS LAND USE

W. 25th St.
Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

Eleventh Ave

W. 28th St.

W. 23rd St.

W. 21st St.
Land Use
residential
commercial
industrial
transportation and utility
institutional
auto-related
open space
uses and
parking
vacant lots
vacant

W. 18th St.

W. 16th St.

GALLERY DISTRICT

10th Ave

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

11th Ave

W. 30th St.

W. 27th St.

W. 26th St.

Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

Eleventh Ave

W. 25th St.

W. 23rd St.

W. 21st St.

W. 20th St.

Art Gallery
Concentration

W. 19th St.

1–5
6 – 10
11+
W. 16th St.

EXISTING CONDITIONS

BUILT CHARACTER
Chelsea Historic District, east side of 10th Avenue (19th – 22nd)

EXISTING CONDITIONS

BUILT CHARACTER

Loft and walk-up residential buildings

EXISTING CONDITIONS

BUILT CHARACTER

Taller, tower buildings to the east

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

THE HIGH LINE

photo: Joel Sternfeld (c) 2000

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

THE HIGH LINE

ZONING OVERVIEW

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

SUMMARY
Approved June 2005
Zoning text amendment
Zoning map amendment

W. 28th St.

Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

M
Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

New residential uses

W. 25th St.
Eleventh Ave

SPECIAL WEST CHELSEA DISTRICT

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Retain M1-5 zoning at the core
of the arts district
M

Chelsea Historic District

Allow the transfer of floor area
away from the High Line
Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

HIGH LINE TRANSFER CORRIDOR

GRANTING SITE
RECEIVING
SITE

RECEIVING
SITE

High Line

11th Ave.

x

100‘
HIGH LINE
TRANSFER CORRIDOR

100'

10th Ave.

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

HIGH LINE TRANSFER
GRANTING SITES

W. 28th St.

SITES WITH TRANSFERABLE FLOOR AREA
Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

FLOOR AREA TO TRANSFER FROM
HIGH LINE TRANSFER CORRIDOR

7.5

Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

6.0

Eleventh Ave

5.0

W. 25th St.

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

GRANTING
SITES

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

RECEIVING
SITES

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER
CORRIDOR

RECEIVING
SITES
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

HIGH LINE TRANSFER
RECEIVING SITES

W. 28th St.

SITES THAT MAY RECEIVE FLOOR AREA
Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

Ninth Ave

Tenth Ave

RECEIVING SITES

Eleventh Ave

W. 25th St.

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

GRANTING
SITES

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

RECEIVING
SITES

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER
CORRIDOR

RECEIVING
SITES
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

ZONING DISTRICTS
W. 28th St.

C6-2
RECEIVING SITES
Starrett Lehigh

5.0

6.0

NON - RECEIVING SITES
DENSITY

BASE:

MAX:

5.0

--

Chelsea-Elliot Houses

W. 25th St.
Ninth Ave

MAX:

Tenth Ave

BASE:

Eleventh Ave

DENSITY

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER

Chelsea
Piers

C6-2

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

BASE FAR
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

ZONING DISTRICTS
W. 28th St.

C6-3

C6-3
RECEIVING SITES
Starrett Lehigh

5.0

7.5

Chelsea-Elliot Houses

W. 25th St.
Ninth Ave

MAX:

th Ave
A
Tenth

BASE:

enth Ave
Eleventh

DENSITY

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

INCLUSIONARY
or HL TRANSFER
HIGH LINE
TRANSFER

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

BASE FAR

C6-3
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

C6-4

ZONING DISTRICTS

W. 28th St.

C6-4
RECEIVING SITES
Starrett Lehigh

7.5

10.0
12.0 inclusionary housing

Chelsea-Elliot Houses

W. 25th St.

INCLUSIONARY
HOUSING

Ninth Ave

MAX:

Tenth Ave

BASE:

Eleventh Ave

DENSITY

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

INCLUSIONARY
or HL TRANSFER

Chelsea Historic District

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

BASE FAR
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

ZONING DISTRICTS
W. 28th St.

M1-5

Chelsea-Elliot Houses

BASE:

M1-5

5.0

W. 25th St.
Eleventh Ave

Ninth Ave

DENSITY

Starrett Lehigh

Tenth Ave

ART GALLERY CORE

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

M1-5

Chelsea
Piers

Chelsea Historic District

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

ZONING DISTRICTS
W. 28th St.

C6-2A/C6-3A
23rd STREET CORRIDOR

Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

BASE:

6.0

C6-3A

Ninth Ave

C6-2A

T
Tenth
Ave

7.5

W. 25th St.
Eleventh Ave

DENSITY

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

Fulton Houses

W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

ZONING DISTRICTS
HIGH LINE BONUS SITES
DENSITY

A

BASE:

MAX:

5.0

7.5

W. 28th St.

Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

6.0 / 7.5

W. 25th St.
Ninth Ave

5.0

10
Tenth Ave

C

7.5

Eleventh Ave

B

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

C
Fulton Houses

B
A

W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

ZONING OVERVIEW

W. 30th St.

C6-4

CURRENT ZONING

W. 28th St.

C6-3

Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

M1-5
Ninth Ave

C6-2A

Tenth Ave

Eleventh Ave

W. 25th St.

London Terrace

C6-3A

M1-5

W. 23rd St.

Chelsea Historic District

Chelsea
Piers

W. 19th St.

C6-2
C6-4

Fulton Houses

C6-3
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

1. 10th Avenue

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

2. Northern sites

3. 11th Avenue

4. Southern sites

5. Bonus sites

Chelsea Historic District

10th AVENUE
between 18th – 23rd St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-2

FAR:

street wall:
max. height:

5 max

C6-2

60’ - 80’
80’

street wall:
max. height:

FAR:

5 base 6 max
105’ - 120’
120’

125’
ABC Warehouse

Chelsea / Elliott
Houses

10th AVENUE
between 24th – 28th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR:

street wall:
max height:

5 base 7.5 max
105’ - 125’
125’

30th STREET
between 10th – 11th Ave.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-4

FAR: 10 max, 12 w/IH bonus

street wall:
tower coverage:
max height:
max slab width:

40’ - 60’
30% min – 40% max
aprox. 35 – 40 stories
150’ above a height of 220’

NORTHERN SITES
between 27th – 29th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR:

street wall:
max height:

5 base 7.5 max
60’ - 85’
135’

Starrett Lehigh

Otis

11th AVENUE
between 24th – 28th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR:

street wall:
max height:

5 base 7.5 max
125’ - 145’
145’

Chelsea
Waterside
Park

11th AVENUE
between 22nd – 24th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR: 7.5 max

street wall:
max height:

60’ - 85’
250’

Chelsea
Piers

11th AVENUE
between 19th – 22nd St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR:

5 base 7.5 max

street wall:
60’ - 85’
Max tower width: 150’
max height:
250’

SOUTHERN SITES
between 18th – 20th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-2

FAR:

street wall:
max. height:

5 base 6 max
60’ - 105’
120’

Fulton
Houses

10th AVENUE
between 17th – 18th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-3

FAR:

street wall:
max height:

5 base 7.5 max
60’ - 95’
135’

C
B

A

BONUS SITES
south of 19th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C
B

Required improvements to
20% of High Line

A

BONUS SITES
south of 19th St.

BASE FAR Æ MAX FAR
Area critical

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

to success of High Line open space
Significant opportunities for generation of improvements
and amenites for High Line open space

Fulton
Houses

High Line improvements
within High Line Improvement Area

Construction of restrooms, stairway and
elevator access, maintenance space

DEA

Chelsea Market

BONUS SITE - A

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

FAR:
street wall:
max. height:

5 base 7.5 max
60’ - 85’ (16th - 17th St)
250’

High Line improvements
within High Line Improvement Area

Grand stair + elevator access

At-grade plaza

BONUS SITE - B
between 17th – 18th St.

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

C6-4

FAR: 10 max

street wall:
max height:

40’ - 85’
290’ - 390’

High Line improvements
setback
5’_ Line Improvement Area
within
High
Stair and elevator access

BONUS SITE - C

C6-2

FAR:

max. height:

ZONING OVERVIEW

BUILT FORM

5 base 6 / 7 max
250’ (18th St midblock)

PREVIOUS CONDITIONS

BUILT FORM

Chelsea
Historic District

2013 PROJECTED BUILD OUT

BUILT FORM

HIGH LINE-RELATED
REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS
flexible bulk controls that allow light and air to reach the HL park
 encourage compatible uses next to and below the HL
 more text ?????


R
R
R
R
R

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS
75%

25%

45’ max
35’ min

TENTH AVE FRONTAGE
streetwall height:
 75% of streetwall: max streetwall height
 25% of streetwall: 35’ min - 45’ max

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

total bldg
height max

40%
HIGH LINE
FRONTAGE
60%
HL frontage:
 60% of frontage HL level max
 40% of frontage can rise to total bldg height

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

25’
HIGH LINE
FRONTAGE
HL setback:
 25’ min deep setback for 60% of HL frontage

HL level
max

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

open space

HIGH LINE
FRONTAGE
Open space:
20% of lot area as landscaped open space located
up to a height no higher than the HL;
one side adjacent to the HL

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

2nd setback
at base height

15’

100%
HL level
max

HIGH LINE
FRONTAGE – WEST SIDE
 15’ deep setback for 100% of HL frontage,
no higher than the HL level
 30’ rear yard required

100%

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ADJACENCY CONTROLS

Transparency requirements
Required access volume easements
Landscaping and screening requirements
Signage controls along the High Line

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ACCESS

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE ACCESS

HIGH LINE-RELATED REQUIREMENTS

HIGH LINE TRANSFER CORRIDOR BONUS
1 FAR bonus
• encourage variety of
conditions under High Line
• up to level of High Line
• commercial uses only
• contribution to HL
improvements is required

High Line

11th Ave.

100‘
HIGH LINE
TRANSFER CORRIDOR

10th Ave.

THE HIGH LINE

THE HIGH LINE

DESIGN

THE HIGH LINE

DESIGN

THE HIGH LINE

DESIGN

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

W. 30th St.

C6-4

INCLUSIONARY PROGRAM

W. 28th St.

C6-3

Allows

Inclusionary Program in High and
Medium (less than 10 FAR) Density
Districts

Starrett Lehigh
Chelsea-Elliot Houses

Ninth Ave

increase from base to maximum
FAR through both affordable housing and
transfer of High Line floor area

th Ave
A
Tenth

Allows

enth Ave
Eleventh

W. 25th St.

London Terrace
W. 23rd St.

Enhanced

Preservation Option to serve
households up to 125% of AMI with higher
affordable requirement (1.5 to 1)

Chelsea Historic District

Projected Affordable Units
80/20:

605 new affordable units

Chelsea
Piers

C6-2

W. 19th St.

Inclusionary: 250 to 400 new and preserved units
TOTAL:

855 to 1005 affordable units

Fulton Houses

C6-3
W. 16th St.
Chelsea Market

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

INCLUSIONARY PROGRAM
 Creates

a lower density Inclusionary Housing
Bonus program

 Extends new Inclusionary Housing program to

C6-2 and C6-3 districts

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

INCLUSIONARY PROGRAM
Floor area increase from Base FAR to Maximum FAR
2/3 of increment from High Line Transfer Corridor
First increase:
Second increase: 1/3 of increment from Inclusionary Housing Bonus
.
or High Line Transfer Corridor

IH Bonus or HL Transfer
HL Transfer

Base Floor Area

High Line

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER CORRIDOR

10th Ave.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

INCLUSIONARY PROGRAM
High Line Transfer Corridor supply:
Receiving site capacity:
After 90% of floor area from HLTC
has been transferred, IH Bonus
can be used for entire increase

1.0 million sf
1.5 million sf

IH Bonus or HL Transfer
IH Bonus
HL Transfer

Base Floor Area

High Line

HIGH LINE
TRANSFER CORRIDOR

10th Ave.
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In The News

THE HIGH LINE

START THE TOUR
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The High Line runs
through an architectural
theme park that’s still in
development. At the
Gansevoort Street end, the
Whitney Museum dreams
of a new branch; uptown,
the park runs into the
future Hudson Yards
complex. In between, you’ll
find New York’s densest
thicket of ambitious
early-21st-century design.

A Walking Tour

by justin davidson
1

The concrete-legged
brute offers its guests
prime views of the High
Line; its glassed-in
rooms will present park
visitors with equally
stimulating spectacles.

Standard Hotel
848 Washington Street;
Polshek Partnership

WEST 13TH

ELEVATED THE TWIN
PLEASURES OF THE
HIGH LINE: A PETITE
NEW PARK, AND
A DISTRICT OF LIVELY
ARCHITECTURE.

architecture

4

WEST 14TH

In a literally
brilliant stroke, the
crystal tuber on
the roof scoops up
sunlight and
funnels it down a
glittery hanging
staircase into
the masonry
building.

Diane Von
Furstenberg
headquarters
440 West 14th
Street; Work AC

2

WEST 17TH

The High Line pioneer is
a big but surprisingly
retiring building, deftly
disguising its bulk and
leaving the limelight to its
neighbors.

WEST 18TH

7

Frank Gehry’s glass
schooner, one of the
few new workplaces in
the area, set the
neighborhood standard
for fanciful design.

The IAC Building
555 West 18th Street;
Gehry Partners

june 15–22, 2009 | new york

The pursuit of personality
is mostly a matter of
façades. Here, a stack of
zigzagging blue glass
facets disguise the
ordinariness of what’s
behind them.

Chelsea Modern
447 West 18th Street;
Audrey Matlock

6

A smaller and more successful
companion piece to 245 Tenth
(seen on the following pages).
The interlocking black and
white volumes suggest an
M. C. Escher print, but there’s
nothing impossible about the way
sunlight streams in one of the
penthouse’s mammoth windows
and out the other side.

A muscular former meatpacking
plant that was always impaled
by the elevated tracks will, when it’s
finished, now also carry an office
tower on its shoulders and
shelter shopping in its base. Old
industrial buildings are generous and
strong, and it makes sense
to reuse them rather than
tear them down.
The Caledonia
450 West 17th Street;
Handel Architects

5

459 West 18th Street
Della Valle Bernheimer

3

The High Line Building
450 West 14th Street; Morris Adjmi

L
135

The terra-cotta
tiles at the base are so
sumptuously glazed
they look edible,
but they’re really just
an accent on
an otherwise
bland box.

WEST 19TH

9

The Hudson dispenses
more stiff winds than
balmy breezes, so it’s hard
to know how regularly
residents will raise the
glass garage doors or
their bodega-style
shutters and turn their
apartments into openwalled Caribbean
cabanas. They’re
certainly paying for the
privilege.

Metal Shutter Houses
524 West 19th Street;
Shigeru Ban

This irresistible,
ostentatiously
inventive tower, with
its harlequin window
pattern and its
observation-deck
living rooms, is either
the last boom’s
aftershock or the next
one’s portent.

10

100 Eleventh Avenue
Ateliers Jean Nouvel

8

520 West Chelsea
520 West 19th Street;
Annabelle Selldorf
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12

WEST 23RD

The amoeboid shapes
of perforated steel looked
pretty arbitrary hanging
on this skinny building’s
glass façade—until its
organic-looking neighbor
HL23 came along to
complete the biological
motif.

High Line 519
519 West 23rd Street; Lindy Roy

11

Adaptive, vaguely
retro, and undeniably cool,
the building balloons once
it clears the High Line
and holds itself together
with a pleasingly
asymmetric web of struts
and leaning columns.

HL23
515–517 West 23rd Street;
Neil Denari

13

WEST 24TH

137

Not even finished, and already
so 2007. Luxuriantly wavy window
frames, terra-cotta with
a gunmetal glaze, and private
parking just outside the apartment
door. The marketing term for
that perk—“en suite sky
garage”—could spark a class
war all on its own.

june 15–22, 2009 | new york

Architectural
ambitions collide with
a cumbersome site,
resulting in an ungainly
building clad in diamondpattern stamped
steel and windows that
look haphazardly, rather
than inspirationally,
arranged.

245 Tenth Avenue
Della Valle Bernheimer

14

200 Eleventh Avenue
Annabelle Selldorf

The High Line’s levitating parkland has been so long and so rapturously anticipated that
the nine-block segment that opens this week can hardly compete with its own story. The
tale is a triumph of urban salvage. A pair of young preservationists falls in love with a
weedy, ironbound rail bed threading its way above the streets of West Chelsea and the
meatpacking district. Owners of the lots it crosses want to tear it down. Finally, through
the miracle of persuasion, the elevated railway is converted from eyesore to amenity. But
wait: There’s the real-estate subplot! Developers use the little park to leverage their most
wild-eyed ambitions. City officials rewrite the zoning, values climb, and architects arrive
from the far corners of the realm.
At this point we find ourselves with two distinct High Lines. One is a quiet passeggiata
of deliberately rough design, the other a larger district of new art and fresh development.
A year ago, the condos popping up along Tenth Avenue were a visible expression of
consumer confidence. Cocky buyers were spending $2,000 for each square foot of as-yetnonexistent floor space and a hundred times that much for a patch of colored canvas with
which to adorn their future walls. (The world has changed; the apartments keep on
coming, whether they’re wanted or not, and who knows if anyone will be buying art to
furnish them?)
All this metamorphosis hangs on a short and slender thread of park. The High Line
emulates Paris’s Promenade Plantée, a magical arbor that runs nearly three miles atop a
disused railway viaduct, from the Bastille Opera to the city’s edge. But for now, the New
York version goes hardly anywhere. At 20th Street, it hits a chain-link fence separating
the current park from its future extension. You can stroll the entire open length in less
than ten minutes.
The park itself is a pleasant stroke of green, designed by Field Operations with Diller
Scofidio + Renfro, that revives the romance of industrial brawn. A lithe, glass-walled
steel staircase hangs from the superstructure at Gansevoort Street, leading to a hole cut in
the trestle. It’s a fine way to make an entrance into this Jack-and-the-Beanstalk world,
where nature and design have been arranged to simulate neglect. The walkway of
concrete planks blurs into the grass. Sections of the original track materialize and peter
out. Wooden deck chairs on train wheels slide along the rails, like pieces of equipment
left over from another era. (That wistfulness may be undermined, in the early months at
least, by lines to get in. The Parks Department plans to manage the flow of humanity by
issuing wristbands. Can reserved tickets be far behind?)
Though the High Line is sensitively landscaped, inventively furnished, and beguilingly
lit, I suspect the designers will come to regret a few decisions. The gaps between those
planks of concrete will surely snap heels, catch wads of chewing gum, and fill up with
debris. The edges of the walkway that curl up to keep wheelchairs from drifting into the
grass also make the able-bodied stumble.
A couple of wider sections tend to the pastoral, with verdure shielding the pathway. But
the architects never lose sight of the desire to behold the city beyond and below, and at
times they satisfy that urge with a theatrical voilà. At 17th Street, a section of the

structure falls away to create a grandstand suspended vertiginously above Tenth Avenue.
The move echoes similar hanging spaces by Diller Scofidio + Renfro: the mediathèque of
the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, which looks over a thrilling expanse of
harbor; the Juilliard dance studio perched above Broadway. This one offers a grittier vista
of uptown traffic.
As the park makes its debut, the neighbors are waking up from a building binge, looking
a little goofy. The fussiest of the condos to near completion is 245 Tenth (at 24th Street),
by the Brooklyn architect-developers Jared Della Valle and Andrew Bernheimer. Their
building aches to be hipper than it is. It nuzzles the High Line and bulges on the way up.
The shape maximizes square footage, but Della Valle and Bernheimer have also declared
it an abstraction of a steam locomotive’s puff of smoke, evoking ye olde freight trains.
Extending the metaphor, they wrapped the building in steel panels with diamond-shaped
nubs punched in a digitized cloud pattern: denser near the bottom, dissipating toward the
upper floors. It’s very clever, or would be if there were a reason to reside in a simulated
cloud. The arbitrary and anachronistic reference does little to solve the problems of an
awkward L-shaped building wrapped around a gas station.
Willful idiosyncrasy isn’t all bad, however. The most flamboyant building of the too-late
wave is also the best: Jean Nouvel’s glistering half-cylinder that sweeps around the
corner from 19th Street onto Eleventh Avenue. Construction involved a dance of giant
megapanels, factory-made in China and hoisted into place. Each is a mosaic of variously
sized windows at an assortment of rakish tilts. The angled panes reflect light in different
directions, so that they sparkle like rhinestones on an upthrust sleeve. The building is a
fabulous ornament, a tour de force of glitz. Nouvel’s 100 Eleventh Avenue and Frank
Gehry’s IAC headquarters now pose and preen together, the glimmer twins of the West
Side, sensuously advertising the future of glass.
The strange thing about West Chelsea’s new chic is that it must contend with acres of
immutable drear. It remains a mouse-gray zone. Nouvel’s bauble rises alongside broad
rapids of traffic, and its adorable little balconies catch the rising fumes. With astonishing
sleight of hand, Nouvel has managed to keep the apartments simultaneously protected
from the street and open to the views by sandwiching sunrooms and outdoor spaces
between layers of glass. The wall of windows drops all the way down to the street, and
the lower stories have a second perimeter of glass panes and voids: a rhythmic alternation
of nothing and almost nothing. In other works, Nouvel has mastered the architecture of
desire, a play of screens and veils. Here he offers a teasing double layer of peekaboo
gauziness. He has presented the city with a proud object of desire, an emblem of real
estate’s timeless erotic appeal.
There’s something exhilarating, and also amusing, about the arrival of such an exuberant
building in somber times, like a bride bursting into a funeral hall. Perhaps 100 Eleventh
isn’t late to the last party, but early to the next one. This is New York: Excess will
eventually seem natural again, and when it does, this building will be ready to oblige.

Nouvel’s building represents commercial development at its finest, but it remains at odds
with the High Line, which was brought into being by activists who took the notion of
grassroots quite literally. Idealistic designers restored railings and doled out stairways,
and chose grasses to recall the tranquil days when the structure was beautifully forgotten.
Their efforts attracted commerce, which is only to be expected; if the Garden of Eden
reopened today, someone would put up time-shares just outside the gates. Maybe the
recession is the purists’ revenge. The green is gone, while the greenery is just getting
lush.
Photographs: First spread, clockwise from top left, Thomas Loof; Elizabeth Felicella;
Kim Wendell Design; David Sundberg/Esto; Courtesy of Della Valle Bernheimer;
Courtesy of Audrey Matlock; Albert Vecerka/Esto/Courtesy of the IAC building; Field
Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro/Courtesy of the City of New York
Photographs: Second spread, from left, Albert Vecerka/Esto/Courtesy of the IAC
building; Hypertecture/Courtesy of Bishopscourt LLC; Courtesy of Shigeru Ban;
Courtesy of Ateliers Jean Nouvel; Courtesy of Roy Co.; Hayes Davidson, London;
Courtesy of Della Valle Bernheimer; Hayes Davidson/Courtesy of Young Woo &
Associates

The Neighborhood Below
Where and how to while away a summer day along (and beneath, and beside) the city’s
favorite new public space.
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For this panorama, Stephen Wilkes set up a rotating camera on a cherry picker at Tenth Avenue and shot throughout one day,
from noon till 9 p.m.
(Photo: Stephen Wilkes)

R

ehabilitating decrepit, rusty el tracks seemed like an out-there idea. But now that the High Line is

here—all native grasses and civilized boardwalk—we never knew how much we wanted it. Or realized how
it would change the way we wander the meatpacking–West Chelsea corridor. One way to pass an
afternoon: reading a book, catching the breeze, coming down only for bathroom breaks (Chelsea Market’s
are the nicest) and emergency sunblock (get it at Jeffrey). Or you can augment your sunbathing-and-viewadmiring by recognizing the fact that you are in prime eating and shopping territory. If you commit to
walking up and down the park’s stairs enough (entrances on Gansevoort, 18th Street, and 20th Street
have stairways, with an elevator at 16th Street and one to come in July at 14th Street), you can justify a
rich and buttery pretzel croissant from Birdbath, the green-bakery offshoot of Maury Rubin’s City Bakery,
which runs the park’s two concessions. Build up an appetite investigating the neighborhood shops, then
make a picnic from the offerings at Chelsea Market, or book dinner at the newly opened Standard Grill,
with its three very different spaces on the ground floor of André Balazs’s Standard Hotel. The park above
our heads makes an excellent axis for a day’s worth of strolling on a beautiful summer weekend. For a
map of the environs, click ahead.

The Neighborhood Below

Map by Jason Lee

The Ideal Amble
From south to north.

1. Auto
805 Washington St., nr. Horatio St.; 212-229-2292
Pick up a good read (World Unfurled, by Matteo Pericoli, is $26), button dolls for the kids ($48), and a
sturdy canvas tote to carry it in ($76).
2. Birdbath cart
Nr. Gansevoort St. entrance
Fuel up with a large chocolate-chip cookie ($3) or a “green” pizza with leeks, scallions, and mint ($4).
3. Los Dados
73 Gansevoort St., at Washington St.; 646-810-7290
Stop for a refreshingly subtle cucumber-agave margarita ($14).
4. Fig & Olive
420 W. 13th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-924-1200
Sit at the bar, and order the tasting menu.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

5. The Standard
848 Washington St., nr. W. 13th St.; 212-645-4646
Try the newly opened Grill, or BYO to the yellow picnic tables in front
of the hotel’s lounge.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

6. Good Graffiti
13th St. at Washington St., northwest corner
Interesting building art: Albert Einstein, Joe Louis, and a cowboy.
7. Paige Premium Denim
869 Washington St., nr. W. 13th St.; 212-807-1400
To buy: O.P.I. nail colors like pink, blue, and green ($8.50), and denim shorts ($139) or pants ($149) to
match.
8. Edris
430 W. 14th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-989-6800
Swing by this chic, under-the-radar salon for a cut (from $125) or
manicure (from $30).
9. Jeffrey
449 W. 14th St., nr. Ninth Ave.; 212-206-1272
Sunblock emergency? Lancaster’s oil-free SPF-15 spray ($25) is
expensive, but at least it’s nearby. Part of the proceeds of Anya
Hindmarch’s silk-screened bag ($150) benefit Friends of the
High Line.
(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
10. Halfsteak at Craftsteak
Magazine)
85 Tenth Ave., at 15th St.; 212-400-6699
Summer dishes ($15 and under) like a softshell-crab po’ boy with green-tomato marmalade and bacon,
have been created for High Line visitors.

11.
The famous lounge chairs on wheels are here. If you score one, don’t move.
12.
Splash around in the (questionably sanitary) sundeck water feature.
13. Milk Studios & Gallery
450 W. 15th St., nr. Washington St.; 212-645-2797
The free ground-floor gallery has portraits (Lance Armstrong, Ludacris) by hip-hop photographer and
video director Jonathan Mannion starting June 25.
14.
The Chelsea Market Passage has cool blue neon lights overhead, a stained-glass-window installation
by artist Spencer Finch, and the second Birdbath concession.
15. Chelsea Market
75 Ninth Ave., at 15th St.
Build a picnic: bread from Amy’s, with meats, cheeses, and condiments from Buon Italia, or a lobster roll
from the Lobster Place, and brownies from Fat Witch ($2.75). Take advantage of clean public restrooms.
16.
The Tenth Avenue Overlook is a mini-amphitheater with a glass-walled view of traffic below.

17. The Park
118 Tenth Ave., at 18th St.; 212-352-3313
The enormity of the space makes it great for walk-ins. There’s free
Internet, and a rooftop lounge Friday and Saturday nights from
midnight to 4 a.m.
18. Appellation Wineshop
156 Tenth Ave., nr. 20th St.; 212-741-9474
Time your High Line stroll to coincide with one of the organic-andbiodynamic wine shop’s frequent complimentary tastings.

(Photo: Hannah Whitaker/New York
Magazine)

19. Cookshop
156 Tenth Ave., at 20th St.; 212-924-4440
Slurp oysters and pair summer wines with grass-fed meats and organic vegetables on the restaurant’s
patio.
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June 10, 2009
ARCHITECTURE REVIEW

On High, a Fresh Outlook
By NICOLAI OUROUSSOFF

I keep picturing Carrie Bradshaw on the High Line, and it terrifies me.
Ever since it was unveiled in 2005, the design for this park, conceived for a strip of elevated rail tracks
abandoned nearly 30 years ago, has been the favorite cause of New York’s rich and powerful. Celebrities
attended fund-raisers on its deck. City officials endorsed it. Developers salivated over it, knowing it would
raise land values.
I worried that it would one day be overrun with tourists and film crews. I imagined turning on the
television to see Carrie stumbling down its promenade with a broken heel, weeping over Mr. Big. How, I
wondered, could it possibly retain the tranquillity that made walking along its rusting, decrepit deck such a
haunting experience? So I was overjoyed this weekend when I climbed the stairs at Gansevoort Street,
entered the new city park and felt an immediate sense of calm. Designed by James Corner Field Operations
with Diller Scofidio & Renfro, the first phase of the High Line, which opened on Tuesday, is a series of low
scruffy gardens, punctuated by a fountain and a few quiet lounge areas, that unfold in a lyrical narrative
and seem to float above the noise and congestion below. It is one of the most thoughtful, sensitively
designed public spaces built in New York in years.
But what’s really unexpected about the park is the degree to which it alters your perspective on the city.
Guiding you through a secret landscape of derelict buildings, narrow urban canyons and river views, it
allows you to make entirely new visual connections between different parts of Manhattan while maintaining
a remarkably intimate relationship with the surrounding streets.
The park, which currently extends as far north as West 20th Street, is conceived as a series of interwoven
events, like chapters of a book. Approached from the south along Washington Street in the meatpacking
district, its 30-foot-high steel deck, supported on big steel columns and sliced off brutally at one end, makes
for a striking contrast with the green, leafy landscape atop it. A street-level entry plaza, paved in concrete, is
tucked underneath, and a broad metal staircase, with sleek brushed stainless-steel handrails, leads up to
the structure’s underbelly. Rusted Corten steel plates line the opening in the deck’s floor, emphasizing the
violence of the cut.
A subtle play between contemporary and historical design, industrial decay and natural beauty sets the
tone. The surface of the deck, for example, is made of concrete planks meant to echo the linearity of the old
tracks. The path slips left and right as it advances, so that at some points you are right up against the edge
of the railing and at others you are enveloped in the gardens.
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And those gardens have a wild, ragged look that echoes the character of the old abandoned track bed when
it was covered with weeds, just a few years ago. Wildflowers and prairie grasses mix with Amelanchier
bushes, their branches speckled with red berries. Mr. Corner designed planters to hold the taller trees, and
the Gansevoort entry is marked by a cluster of birches. On Saturday the gardens were swarming with bees,
butterflies and birds. I half expected to see Bambi.
Occasionally, you catch a glimpse of a fragment of track lying in the grass, a carefully placed reminder of
the High Line’s former life.
What saves all this from becoming a saccharine exercise in nostalgia is the sophistication with which these
elements are fused together. The benches, for example, have a sleek contemporary feel; they are made of
simple wood slats that lock into the deck’s concrete planks. The lighting, too, is uncommonly subtle. Most of
it is embedded in the bottom of the handrails to keep the focus on the plantings and keep glare to a
minimum.
As you continue north, the narrative keeps shifting. The park tunnels through an old brick commercial
building just above 13th Street; dimly lit, the cavernous space offers an escape from the heat of a sunny day
or from a downpour. Farther up, a spur breaks off and dead-ends into another building, creating a more
private pocket overgrown with grasses and shrubs. The most original feature is a small amphitheater that
angles down from the center of the deck near 17th Street. Sitting on rows of wood benches, visitors can look
through an enormous window up the length of 10th Avenue, the cars and taxis roaring out from directly
beneath their feet.
But as mesmerizing as the design is, it is the height of the High Line that makes it so magical, and that has
such a profound effect on how you view the city. Lifted just three stories above the ground, you are
suddenly able to perceive, with remarkable clarity, aspects of the city’s character you would never glean
from an office window. At some points, billboards and parking structures dominate the foreground. At
others, you are directly below the cornice line, so that you seem to be floating among the rooftops.
Longer views open up down narrow side streets to the Hudson, or east across the city.
At the same time, you are still close enough to make eye contact with people on the sidewalks, so that you
never lose your connection to the street life. The High Line is the only place in New York where you can
have this experience — one that is as singular in its way as standing on the observation deck of the Empire
State Building.
None of this would matter if the architects had not struggled so hard to regulate access. It often seemed that
almost every developer working in the meatpacking district, at one point or another, was begging to have an
apartment building or hotel connect directly to the gardens. Yet remarkably, there are only four access
points between Gansevoort and 20th Streets. This adds considerably to the park’s low-key mood, and
reinforces the notion that it is a place for a quiet stroll, an escape from the trendy neighborhoods below.
We still need to see what will happen when the High Line gets on the major tourist itineraries. The second
phase, extending it up to 30th Street, is set to start construction in a few weeks, which will raise new design
questions. And developers are still fighting to build bridges to the gardens from their buildings.
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But the care and patience with which this project was developed, both on the part of the architects and the
High Line’s founders, Joshua David and Robert Hammond, is a rarity anywhere. They have given New
Yorkers an invaluable and transformative gift.
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