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Course Description 
“The city has blossomed into a scholarly frontier of environmental history,” writes Chris 
Sellers in a recent overview of the subject. While early scholarship often emphasized 
wilderness, rural landscapes, and the conservation and preservation of “wild” places, recent 
trends in the field show increased focus on more urbanized areas, where most of us spend 
most of our time, and where much of our thinking about “nature” and “environment” has 
been formed. Cities are the sites of humanity’s greatest environmental alterations, and, 
though they seem the most artificial of environments, cities are never removed from nature 
and natural forces (as Hurricane Katrina demonstrated, for example).  Moreover, the 
metropolis and its hinterlands (locally and globally) are intricately connected in complex 
social, economic, and environmental systems. And they are frequently the sites of 
environmental politics, activism, and efforts to achieve environmental justice. 
 
This course examines the American city, from the colonial period to the present, focusing 
particular attention on its environmental impacts and consequences.  Cities are at the heart 
of American historical development and experience—as engines of economic development, 
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geographical expansion, and population growth, and as places of new social and cultural 
expression, of dynamic natural and built landscapes. They have been at the center of 
Americans’ complex “dialogue” with nature for nearly 400 years. 
 
Required readings will include both primary sources and secondary materials, some of which 
will be available via Blackboard.  Students will be evaluated based on their performance on 
two exams, one paper assignment, and the quality of their participation in class discussion.  
 

 
 
Course Format & Requirements 
This course will combine lecture with discussion, often weaving the two together to make 
class sessions interactive.  Brief lectures will generally build upon, not simply recapitulate, 
readings.  Students are responsible for completing reading assignments by the time indicated 
on the syllabus.  These assignments will often provide the basis for class activity; students are 
expected to attend all class meetings and participate actively. 
Note: because of the critical role of discussion in this course, excessive absence from class 
(more than 4 absences) will result in a failing grade.  Grades will be assigned according to 
students’ performance on the following: 

§ Midterm examination (30 percent). 
§ Paper/annotated document (see below) (30 percent). 
§ Final examination (30 percent). 
§ Quality of class participation (10 percent). 

 
Academic integrity is important.  I will hold all students to the UO “Standards of Conduct.”  
Plagiarism will not be tolerated; all work must be your own, written for this class. 
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Annotated Document Assignment 
As if you were contributing to a collection of annotated documents on the environmental 
history of cities in colonial America and the U.S., select an interesting, illuminating, or 
significant document and provide a short introduction, annotations, two or three questions 
for discussion, and a short explanation of why you chose it. 
 
Selection of the document: You may choose a relevant primary source from any period of 
American history, but your selection should be short (no more than a 2-3 pages) and 
distinctive. Primary sources may vary considerably and might include letters or journal 
entries, official documents or reports, charts or maps, literary or artistic works. It can be a 
visual rather than textual, but do not underestimate the complexity of reading historic 
images. Do not simply recycle a document from some existing collection. If you choose a longer 
document, you must edit it for length, making sure that the excerpt is clear and informative, 
and that your introduction or annotations offer necessary context and explain ellipses. 
 
Introduction: Your introduction should briefly (in approximately 500 words) explain the 
origin and author or producer of the document, place it in some context, offer necessary 
background information, and perhaps suggest how and why one might read it profitably.  
 
Copy of the document: Include a copy of the document, with a full citation to its original 
source. (A scanned or electronic version is fine.) 
 
Annotations: The document should be lightly annotated, as necessary and appropriate, to 
allow readers to understand obscure terms and important references. In addition, include a 
section of brief interpretive readings (3-5, approximately a paragraph) of elements, passages, 
or sections of the document that highlight or model how readers might analyze, interpret, or 
contextualize it. 
 
Questions for consideration: Following the document, provide two or three short, key 
discussion questions that might aid students in assessing the meaning, significance, and 
implications or consequences of the primary source. 
 
Explaining your choice: In approximately 250 words, explain how and why you selected this 
particular document. 
 
This assignment should be submitted electronically in a word file, or as a PDF. 
Due in class during Week 8 (February 26, in class). 
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Learning Objectives & Outcomes  
By the end of the term, you should be able to: 

§ Trace the history of environmental ideas and practices in, and emanating from, 
American cities from the colonial period to the present. 

§ Explain American cities as “landscape”—that is, as physical space that is 
simultaneously natural and cultural, even when seemingly highly artificial. 

§ Trace American urban environmental history as a process that is culturally diverse 
and politically contested. 

§ Critically analyze and interpret “primary” historical sources, the basis for historical 
description, analysis, and interpretation.  

§ Write in-class essays that present and develop your own argument or thesis, 
illustrated and supported by historical evidence. 

§ Assess contemporary urban spaces in the U.S. in terms of the past that created or 
shaped them. 

 
Assigned Books and Other Readings 
Michael Rawson, Eden on the Charles: The Making of Boston (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2010). 
Ari Kelman, A River and Its City: The Nature of Landscape in New Orleans (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2003, 2006). 
William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton, 

1991). 
Ernest Callenbach, Ecotopia (Berkeley: Banyan Tree Books, 1975, 2004). 
In addit ion,  a number o f  required readings may be accessed through Blackboard.  
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Course Schedule 
Week 1: The Urban Idea and American Ambivalence. 
How and why have Americans been ambivalent about cities or even anti-urban in their outlook? How, 
conversely, have cities been critical in shaping the American experience socially, economically, and physically? 
What is a city and what relationship does it have to “nature”? 
Tuesday, January 6: Introduction. 
Thursday, January 8: Urbanism and anti-urbanism in America. 
 
Reading: Rawson, Preface and Prologue, vii-xii, 1-21; Kelman, Preface and Prologue, ix-xviii, 
1-17; Cronon, Preface and Prologue, xv-xix, 5-19. On Blackboard: Jefferson, Query XIX, 
from Notes on the State of Virginia (1785); Turner, excerpts from “Significance of the Frontier 
in American History” (1893). 
 
Week 2: Early American City 
How and why did cities emerge in colonial America? How did they relate to the colony, metropole, Atlantic 
World?  How did they organized nature and affect environmental experience or alter environments nearby 
and more distantly? 
January 13: Colonial urban visions and realities: Boston, New York, Philadelphia, 

Williamsburg, Charleston, Savannah, New Orleans. 
January 15: Early national cities: New York and Philadelphia. 
 
Reading: Rawson, 1-40; Kelman, 19-49. On Blackboard: Donna J. Rilling, “Sylvan Enterprise 
and the Philadelphia Hinterland, 1790-1860,” Pennsylvania History 67: 2 (Spring 2000), 194-
217; John R. Stilgoe, “Mercantile Cities,” in Common Landscape of America, 1580-1845 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), pp. 88-99; Kenneth T. Jackson and David S. Dunbar, 
eds., Empire City: New York through the Centuries (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005): 
Introduction, 1-21; Kalm’s “Description of New York” (1748); Commissioners for Laying 
Out Streets and Roads in the City of New York (1811); Michael Kimmelman, “The Grid at 
200: Lines That Shaped Manhattan,” New York Times, January 2, 2012. 
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Five Points, New York City, in 1827. 

 
Week 3: Antebellum City: Commerce, Urban Growth, and Its Consequences 
How and why did cities grow in the antebellum period as engines of commerce and economic development? 
What problems attended such growth, human and environmental? How were such problems addressed, and in 
turn what were the environmental consequences of such solutions? 
January 20: Antebellum Boston. 
January 22: Bartleby’s New York. 
 
Reading: Rawson, 40-128; Kelman, 50-86. On Blackboard: excerpts from Charles Dickens, 
American Notes; Henry David Thoreau, “Letters from Staten Island”; Walt Whitman, 
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”; Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (1851), excerpt from chapter 1; 
Melville, “Bartleby, the Scrivener; A Story of Wall-Street.”  
 
Week 4: The Industrializing City 
How, why, and where did Americans begin to industrialize? How did the growth of manufacturing transform 
American landscapes and Americans’ sense of space and the relationship between the country and city? How 
did industrial production transform cities—what were the proximate and distant environmental 
consequences? Was there a particular American mode of industrialization, was the U.S. “exceptional”? 
January 27: American Industrialization begins, ca. 1790-1860. 
January 29: Transportation revolution, “second nature,” and the rise of Chicago. 
 
Reading: Cronon, 23-93. On Blackboard: Herman Melville, “A Tartarus of Maids”; 
Theodore Steinberg, Nature Incorporated: Industrialization and the Waters of New England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 50-95. 
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Week 5: The Metropolis and the Great West: New Orleans and Chicago 
How did the city create its hinterlands, how did such hinterlands enabled the metropolis? How did cities 
create a “second nature”? How did technology transform the city, and what were the environmental 
consequences of such transformation? 
February 3: Mid-American metropolises: Chicago and New Orleans. 
February 5: Midterm Exam.  
 
Reading: Kelman, 87-156; Cronon, 97-259. 
 

 
Central Park map, Louis Prang (1865). 

 
Week 6: Parks, Nature, Wilderness 
How did cities reimagine nature and conserve it or reconstruct it in urban spaces? What were origins of urban 
green space? How “artificial” were/are cities, how “natural”? How did cities help to “create” wilderness and 
preserve it? How and why did Americans begin to construct “suburbs”? 
February 10: Boston: Congested cities, “rural cemeteries,” and streetcar suburbs. 
February 12: New York and Central Park. 
 
Reading: Rawson, 129-276; Cronon, 341-85. On Blackboard: “Mount Auburn Cemetery. 
Report of the Massachusetts Horticultural Society upon the establishment of an 
Experimental Garden and Cemetery, Boston. 1831,” The North American Review, vol. XXXIII, 
October 1831, 397-406; Jacob Bigelow, “On the Burial of the Dead, and Mount Auburn 
Cemetery,” Modern Inquiries: Classical, Professional and Miscellaneous (1867), 119-36; Frederick 
Law Olmsted, excerpt from “The Plan for the Park” (1852), “Public Parks and the 
Enlargement of Towns” (1870), and “Review of Recent Changes . . . in the Plans of the 
Central Park” (1872). 
 
Week 7: Urban Immigration, Ethnicity, Race, and Environmental Justice 
What environmental problems have American cities faced, and how did they particularly affect the poor, 
particularly newly arrived immigrants and migrants? Were such problems gendered, class specific, or racially 
and ethnically experienced? How (and to what extent) were such problems solved, and did such solutions 
create new problems? In reform movements, can we see the roots of an environmental justice movement? 
February 17: Congestion, pollution, and health. 
February 19: Experiencing cities from the bottom. 
 
Reading: Kelman, 157-221. On Blackboard: brief excerpts from Theodore Dreiser, Sister 
Carrie (1900); Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (1906); Jane Addams, “Public Activities and 
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Investigations,” Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910), Carl Sandburg, “Chicago Poems” (1916); 
“Letters of Negro Migrants,” The Journal of Negro History, 4: 3-4 (July, Oct. 1919); Claude 
McKay, “The Tropics in New York” (1920); Al Smith, Up to Now (1929); Bernardo Vega, 
Memoirs (1955); Drieser, The Color of a Great City (1923).  
 
Week 8: The Modern and Postmodern City: Los Angeles 
How did new technologies, values, interests, and circumstances transform the build landscapes and spaces of 
American cities? Did cities become more artificial or more able to transcend environmental constraints? What 
sort of environmental disasters did cities precipitate, and how were such disasters understood, experienced, and 
addressed? 
February 24: Making Modern Los Angeles. 
February 26: Late Modern Los Angeles. 
 
Readings: On Blackboard: James Kessenides, “The Tropical Turn: Los Angeles before the 
Movies,” from Commonplace at http://www.common-place.org/vol-08/no-04/kessenides/; 
Carey McWilliams, Southern California: An Island on the Land, 3-20, 70-112, 183-226; Cedric 
Belfrage, excerpt from Promised Land (1924); Raymond Chandler, “Red Wind” (1938); Evelyn 
Waugh, “Death in Hollywood” (1947); Reyner Banham, excerpt from The Architecture of the 
Four Ecologies (1971); Gary Snyder, “Night Song of the Los Angeles Basin” (1969). 
 

 
The Los Angeles River, ca. 1990s. 
February 26: Annotated Document assignment due in class. 
 
Week 9: Cities and Suburbs in the late 20th Century 
March 3: Modern/postmodern New York and its environs. 
March 5: Modern/postmodern LA and its environs. 
 
Reading: Kelman, 197-221; begin reading Ernest Callenbach, Ecotopia. 
On Blackboard: Ted Steinberg, “America in Black and Green” and “Throwaway Society,” 
Down to Earth: Nature’s Role in American History (2d ed., 2009), 203-224; John Cheever, 
“Moving Out” (1960); Jane Jacobs, excerpts from The Death and Life of Great American Cities 
(1961); Gay Talese, “Panic in Brooklyn, from The Bridge (1964); Colson Whitehead, excerpt 
from The Colossus of New York (2003); Vijay Sishadri, “North of Manhattan” (2004); Rubén 
Martínez, “Going Up in Los Angeles” (1989); Mike Davis, excerpt from City of Quartz 
(1990); Sandra Tsing Loh, “Coming Home in Van Nuys” (1996); Pico Iyer, “Where Worlds 
Collide” (1995); William T. Vollman, excerpt from The Atlas (1996); D.J. Waldie, from Holy 
Land: A Suburban Memoir (1996). Luis Alberto Urrea, “Chicago Upside Down,” New York 
Times, Feb. 5, 2006. 
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Lakewood, California (1950), courtesy of the J. Paul Getty Museum. 

 
Week 10: Ecotopia/Dystopia? 
March 10: Urbanity and the Cities of the Pacific Northwest. 
March 12: Conclusions. 
 
Reading: Callenbach, Ecotopia. On Blackboard:  Ray Bradbury, “The Pedestrian” (1953); 
Matthew Klingle, “Masses of Self-Centered People: Salmon and the Limits of Ecotopia in 
Emerald City,” Emerald City: An Environmental History of Seattle (2007), 230-64; Rebecca Solnit, 
“Anywhere But Here: Las Vegas and the Globa Nathaniel Rich, “Jungleland,” The New York 
Times, March 21, 2012.l Casino We Call Wall Street,” from Lake Las Vegas/Black Mountain 
(2014), excerpted in TomDispatch.com at http://www.tomdispatch.com/blog/175929/; Ian 
Lovett, “Where the Grass is Greener, a Push to Share Drought’s Burden,” New York Times, 
November 29, 2014. 
 
 

 
 
Final Examination, 8 a.m. Tuesday, March 17, 2015. 

 

 
 
 


