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Abstract

This essay is a historical and cultural geography of the 1850 trip taken by Frederick Law 

Olmsted in England. Olmsted, who from 1858 to 1895 served as America’s monoglot voice on 

environmental design, was a foundational figure not just of modern landscape architecture but 

also of the intellectual framework that joined democracy, progress, civilization, and public 

control of land into a single expression. In 1850, however, he was merely a dilettante gentleman 

farmer, his curiosity about England revolving around its advances in scientific farming and its 

referents to American origin myths. This essay attempts to understand the intellectual 

development of the early Olmsted, and contributes geographical perspectives to Olmsted’s role 

in a transatlantic genealogy of ideas, to the importance of pedestrianism in fashioning his 

perspectival stance, to the possibilities of social textuality in the landscape, and to the early 

groundwork for a philosophy of social progress realized through geotechnical methods.
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Frontispiece: Two Journeys
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1
Embarkation

Monday, May 27th [1850]. 
At three o’clock this morning, John called me, 
and I came on deck. It was still misty, but 
there was land—dark and distinct against the 
eastern glow—no more than ‘imagination’. It 
was only a large, dark ledge of rocks, with a 
white light-house, and a streak of white foam 
separating between it and the dark blue sea; 
but it seemed thrillingly beautiful. In a few 
minutes the fog opened on our quarter, and 
disclosed, a few miles off, a great, sublime 
mountain, its base in the water, its head in the 
clouds. [...] Soon a white dot or two came out, 
and the brown hill-sides became green, with 
only patches of dark brown—ploughed ground
—real old mother earth. As it grew still lighter, 
the white spots took dark roofs, and coming to 
Point Linos, a telegraph station was pointed 
out to us; our signal was hoisted, and in five 
minutes we had spoken our name to a man in 
Liverpool. We had just begun to distinguish 
the hedgerows, when there was a sudden flash 
of light, and Charley, looking east, exclaimed, 
‘The sun of the old world.’ (Olmsted 2002 

[1852]: 55–56)

Sunday, May 8th 2011.
Three weeks of unseasonable sunshine gave 
way this morning to rain, perfectly and 
miserably timed for my departure. As I woke 
up I was mightily tempted to put off the trip 
by a few days, and, had I not already bought 
my tickets, I would’ve given such a delay 
serious consideration. The ride to the station 
was bitter, and the train journey, by way of 
Sheffield and Manchester, passed through 
several squalls, but by the time I arrived in 
Liverpool the threatening parade of storms 
had receded to the south. Although the days of 
passenger shipping are long over, the city still 
seems reluctant to welcome visitors from the 
landwards direction. Liverpool’s expectant 
gaze remains fixed on the Mersey, and when 
you step off of the train platform, all forces, 
gravity included, draw your attention 
seawards. As I came closer to the quays, it felt 
like I was like approaching Olmsted from the 
other side of a mirror, and at Prince’s Dock 
our paths finally merged into one.

 In the winter of 1849–1850, Frederick Law Olmsted, the dilettante son of a middle-

class Connecticut dry-goods merchant, was finally settling down. He had spent his 

adolescence darting through a series of half-completed pursuits, clerking in the city, 

shipping to sea in the China trade, and fraternizing with his brother John’s social circle at 

Yale College. By his middle twenties, he decided to divert his unchanneled ambition into 

the progressive world of agricultural improvement, and in 1848 his father loaned him the 

money to buy a farm on Staten Island in New York Harbor. There he took up the 

scientific and moral cause of farming as a way to express his still-restive youthful 

idealism. As a founding member of the Richmond County Agricultural Society, he helped 

publish an appeal to his fellow-farmers in December 1849, in which he gave expression to 

his newfound vision that ‘with the Farmer must rise the Man’ (1977: 333).

 What seemed at the time like a final recognition of his life’s calling was, however, 

to fade into yet another incomplete project. In the spring of 1850, his brother and a 

mutual friend, Charles Loring Brace, drew up plans for a trip in England. When he 
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learned of their plans, Olmsted’s dream of a European adventure immediately trampled 

his lingering feelings of duty to the new farm. Writing to his dubious father in March, he 

argued that

the idea of settling down for life without having seen England seemed to me 
cowardly and unreasonable—and I determined, God prospering me, not to do it, if I 
had to sell the farm and spend half my fortune (1977: 339).

Suggesting that he would gain more in knowledge of English agricultural techniques than 

he would lose by being away from the farm for several crucial months, Olmsted 

maintained that it would be his last chance at traveling without accounting for the 

burden of a family. His patient father finally agreed to supervise the farm during the 

summer and to extend Frederick yet another loan. On 31 April, Frederick, John, and 

Charles embarked on the passenger packet Henry Clay, bound for Liverpool, and 

departed New York Harbor on 3 May (Olmsted 2002 [1852]).

 Olmsted spent May through October in Europe, mostly in England. The natural 

and social scenes of the Old World fascinated him and prodded him to think carefully 

about the course of civilisation on both sides of the Atlantic. Still discharging his self-

appointed social and intellectual occupation as a farmer, he visited English farms and 

took notes about the best and worst farming practices, planning to circulate his findings 

in the journals of agricultural reformers at home. But his attention often drifted from the 

subject of farming. He saw deposited in the English landscape records of the nation’s 

politics, class system, theology, education, culture, and aesthetics, all of which bore the 

stress marks of the nineteenth century’s social and economic changes. When he returned 

home, he wrote a letter of thanks to the rural-improvement advocate Andrew Jackson 

Downing, who had furnished him with letters of introduction to English horticulturists. ‘I 

saw the best parts of England,’ Olmsted recollected to Downing, ‘spending two months 

travelling through it on foot, seeing the country of course to great advantage, so that I 

feel as if I had not merely seen the rural character, but lived in it, and made it a part of 

me’ (1977: 363).

 Seven years later, Olmsted was jobless again. He had given up his Staten Island 

farm in pursuit of a mildly successful literary career, but the publishing firm which he 

financially backed went insolvent, leaving him bankrupt and directionless. While staying 

at an inn on the coast of Connecticut, he happened to have tea with a commissioner for 

the Central Park project which had recently been begun in New York City. The 

commissioner offhandedly suggested Olmsted apply for the park’s vacant 

superintendency job. He did, and in September 1857 the board gave him the job (Roper 

1973). From that point forwards, Olmsted’s destiny was hitched to parks. After winning 

the contest to design a new Central Park masterplan, Olmsted went on to work on 

hundreds of the most important parks and estates built during a period of massive change 

in the American landscape. One group of influential landscape architects commemorated 
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the hundredth anniversary of Central Park’s completion by titling Olmsted the ‘founder’ 

of their discipline (Fabos, Milde and Weinmayr 1968).

 Most studies of Olmsted effectively hinge on the year 1857, organizing his early life 

and his intellectual development around the pivot-point of his career as a landscape 

architect. This essay, at its core, hinges on the year 1850, and attempts to understand 

Olmsted’s intellectual development before he stumbled into a career as a landscape 

designer. By exploring Olmsted’s influential trip in England, which provided the source 

material for his first published work, Walks and Talks of an American Farmer in England, 

I hope to make the argument that, throughout his life, Olmsted was first a social critic 

and observer, and that landscape was only the principal medium in which he eventually 

chose to write his transcripts of and prescripts for social life. Olmsted in 1850 had no idea 

that his future would involve park design, and yet it is apparent from his writing at this 

time that the elements of a germinate landscape vocabulary were already well-formed in 

his mind. These elements were articulated, however, not in the specialist language of 

landscape architecture, but rather in a generalist language animated by a central interest 

in the future of humanity. The lucid, insightful observations found in Walks and Talks are 

not interesting because they happen to come from the man who later designed many 

America’s most important parks. Instead, what is interesting is that many of America’s 

most important parks happened to be designed by one of the era’s most interesting and 

original thinkers on the topic of civilisation.

 This essay therefore subsumes Olmsted’s most famous landscape designs under a 

more ecumenical rubric of landscape—a rubric which asserts that landscape history is 

not connected to social history merely by chronological synchronicity, but rather by a 

fundamental identity between the two. At its core, landscape congeals two subjects, 

society and environment, and two verbs, diagnosis and design, into the same latticework. 

In doing so, it provides a sort of gangway with which to embark on a consideration of the 

more complicated ways in which Olmsted understood and invoked the American and 

English landscapes of the nineteenth century.

Walking and talking through ‘Walks and Talks’

 Olmsted published the first volume of Walks and Talks of an American Farmer in 

February 1852, followed by the second volume seven months later (Beveridge, in Olmsted 

2002 [1852]: liii). For this essay, Walks and Talks serves multiple roles. It is first a 

documentary source, the most comprehensive record of the actual events of the 1850 trip. 

Beneath the documentary source, it is an intellectual-history source, offering many of the 

most important clues into Olmsted’s philosophical groundwork. It is also a 

methodological source, adumbrating the form and ambitions of my own experience as an 
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American studying the English landscape.1 And, finally, it is a stylistic source, suggesting 

some potential ways of approaching descriptive and critical narrations of the material at 

hand.

 This essay follows a triplicate narrative structure. The framework is provided by two 

actual trips: Olmsted’s 1850 trip, as documented in Walks and Talks, and my own trip, 

taken in May 2011, following in Olmsted’s path. This second trip was an exercise in, quite 

literally, ‘walking through’ a conceptual system. By embodying the experience of 

Olmsted’s own trip in England, I was able to match a purely textual and historical reading 

of Walks and Talks to a more experiential and less formally representational passage 

through the English landscape. Olmsted and his party travelled almost entirely on foot; 

without an entire summer to spend, I compromised and travelled by bicycle. Physical 

transit through the landscape in the outdoors, both in 1850 and 2011, is at once an 

exercise in locomotion and in epistemology. Following suggestions in geographic 

fieldwork made by Lorimer (2009) and Matless (2010), my trip extended the archive into 

the field, and aimed not at turning up troves of data but at a phronetic, experiential 

understanding like the kind suggested by Olmsted himself. ‘It is better to to study 

carefully the character of one people, in their country,’ he wrote to future travellers in the 

appendix of Walks and Talks, ‘that you may feel as if you have lived in it, and made 

yourself a part of it, than to run superficially over a dozen’ (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 454). 

The field notes from this trip are found twinned with Olmsted’s field notes in the 

epigraphs beginning each chapter, and additionally as captions to images taken from the 

trip, placed strategically as illustrative devices accompanying the academic argument.

 Together, these two trips provide a discursive superstructure which gives the essay 

imaginative potential; neither, however, is recounted in a purely linear fashion.2 Instead 

they are synchronized to a third layer: the argumentative structure of the essay. The first 

chapter, an american farmer in england, examines Olmsted’s trip to England as a 

representative example of a cultural genealogy which still powerfully bound England to 

the United States—particularly Olmsted’s native New England—in the nineteenth 

century. An increasing traffic in tourists and ideas during the middle of the century 

contributed to an international comparative dialogue centered around differential issues 

of politics, society, and geography. The second chapter, on foot, considers how Olmsted’s 
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found in the journey while almost totally eliding others. It may therefore be seen as a early 
experiment in what Law and Benchop (1997) call ‘resisting narrative Euclideanism’.



pedestrianism relates to concepts of mobility and ontology. Walking was important to 

Olmsted—it is showcased in the book’s title—and so it is useful to consider his thinking 

in the context of the ‘peripatetic’ mode. The third chapter, the land and the people, is a 

portrayal of Olmsted’s use of the landscape as a social text. It suggests that Olmsted 

practiced an omnivorous geographic epistemology which enrolled landscape as a chief 

diagnostic source for understanding social life. The fourth chapter, growing 

civilisation, looks at the ways in which Olmsted took both encouraging and prohibitive 

examples from the English landscape and worked them into his aspirational philosophy 

for the United States. Here, the organizing connections between Olmsted’s ideals of 

rurality, cosmopolitanism, democracy, and futurism are found in their formative period. 

Finally, these ideas are concluded in the journey completed, a brief summation of the 

previous ideas which maps their interrelatedness.

Literature review and methodology.

 Three major reserves of literature are found in this dissertation. The first reserve 

consists of primary sources written by Olmsted and his near contemporaries. Olmsted’s 

Walks and Talks (2002 [1852]) and the first edited volume of his papers (1977) form the 

core of this material, which is supplemented by works by people such as Andrew Jackson 

Downing (1844, 1847, 1858), the preacher Horace Bushnell (1880), and the travel writer 

Bayard Taylor (1850), amongst others.

 The second reserve consists of scholarly writing on Olmsted and his world. Most 

academic treatments of Olmsted have focused either on a strict biographical narrative—

such as the works by such Roper (1973) and Stevenson (1977)—or have critically 

examined his work from the disciplinary perspectives of landscape architecture or urban 

history—such as Zaitzevsky (1982) or Beveridge and Rocheleau (1995). The first major 

attempt to site Olmsted in a critical social history is found in Fein’s 1972 portrayal of 

Olmsted’s role in the environmental tradition. Subsequent works by Lewis (1977), 

Scheper (1989), Hall (1995), Rybczynski (2000), and Menard (2010) have contributed to a 

growing sense of Olmsted as a philosopher and social thinker, and the political 

importance of Olmsted’s landscape work has come under ever more serious 

consideration. Each of these use Olmsted’s famous parkland designs and his later formal 

writings on landscape as entry-points, however, and consequently lack two major 

considerations taken up by this essay: first, a thorough consideration of the young 

Olmsted independent of his later career as a park designer; and second, a geographical 

appreciation of Olmsted that encompasses the scope of his travels and invokes a richer 

conceptualization of landscape which is promoted by geographers.

 Thus I hope to redirect the scholarship on Olmsted by making use of a third 

reserve of literature: tertiary sources in contemporary geographic scholarship. Work in 

cultural and historical geography of the past thirty years offers several theoretical 
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apparatuses which are germane to the Olmsted project. Work in landscape, culture, and 

society, such as that typified by Cosgrove (1984), Daniels (1993, 1996, 1999), Olwig (1996, 

2002), Matless (1998) and Daniels, Watkins and Seymour (1999) provides the basis for 

thinking about landscape as the nucleus around which an orbit of humanistic, social-

scientific, and ecological concerns are centred. Other contemporary vanguards in 

geography, such as the emphasis on mobility found in Revill (2007) and Merriman et al. 

(2008); and on narrative practice, embodiedness and alternatives to representationalism 

found in Barnes and Duncan (1992), Lorimer (2005) and Wylie (2005) contribute to give 

this study of Olmsted contours which are not regularly found in more traditional 

historical or landscape architecture approaches.  

 I consider both the textual and fieldwork sources used by this dissertation as 

different arms of a single integrative approach to the social sciences. This polymodal 

methodology is found elsewhere in the social sciences, notably in Geertz’s (1973) 

programme of ‘thick description’,3 but it is prominent in geography, where scholars such 

as Meinig (1979), Groth and Wilson (2003) and, chiefly, Jackson (1997) have long made 

everyday, integrative observation a keystone disciplinary ideal. Following this tradition, 

the 2011 fieldwork trip exerts a steering but non-deterministic influence on this textual 

component of this essay. What results is not a plain storyline but a heuristic retelling of a 

landscape reading made 160 years ago. As David Matless writes of this kind of fieldwork:

The accounts are not written to suggest a reader following an individual authorial 
subject on tour, receiving personal testimony; rather the accounts move with a 
composite eye, sometimes claiming overviewing authority, as if moving over a map or 
up a tower, sometimes oriented or disoriented at ground/water level, sometimes 
registering a corporeal presence in the scene, via writing evoking the retrieved 
memory or field note. Landscape is worked through all senses, though with attention 
to the ways in which hierarchies of sense operate; the truths of sight, stories 
overheard, sounds and textures of objects. (Matless 2010: 77)

Such a technique offers the researcher a powerful but not autocratic role in mediating 

the perspective of the research object, the perspective of the author, and ultimately the 

perspective of the reader. 

 The attraction of this methodological technique is that it avoids both the scientistic 

and relativistic follies that lie at either end of the spectrum of possibilities for working in 

the social sciences. On one hand, it is possible to become so rigidly positivistic that all 

data which cannot be expressed quantitatively or exactingly reproduced in laboratory 

conditions is jettisoned. Such a view effaces the interpretive role of the researcher, blinds 

itself to the better part of what constitutes social life, and stubbornly refuses to 
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acknowledge the cross-contextual feedback loops which operate between research subject 

and object. On the other, the vaporously relativistic approaches championed by the most 

inveterate supporters of what is loosely termed ‘postmodernism’ assert, for a variety of 

intellectual and political reasons, that the very concept of empiric objectivity is not only 

impossible but dogmatic and oppressive as well. In doing so, they cut off the branch on 

which they sit: they corrode the fundamental purpose of academic description itself. I 

firmly believe that both sides of this debate steer headlong into danger. Instead, it is 

crucial to insist on what Michael Herzfeld (2001) calls the ‘militant middle ground’: a 

place where the fixity of an extrahuman reality is acknowledged but is not allowed to 

overrule the interpretive power of cultural meaning.
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2
An American Farmer in England

31 May 1850.
Parting the foliage with my hands, I looked 
out upon a cluster of low-thatched cottages, 
half overgrown with ivy; a blooming hawthorn 
hedge, enclosing a field of heavy grass and 
clover glistening with dew; a few haystacks; 
another field beyond, spotted with sheep; a 
group of trees; and then some low hills, over 
which the dawn was kindling, with a faint 
blush, the quiet, smoky clouds in a grey sky. It 
may seem an uninteresting landscape, but I 
gazed upon it with such great emotion, so 
great that I wondered at it. Such a scene I had 
never looked upon before, and yet it was in all 
its parts as familiar to me as my native valley. 
Land of our poets! Home of our fathers! Dear 
old mother England. It would be strange if I 
were not affected at meeting thee at last face 
to face. (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 111)

Wednesday, 11 May 2011.
The park at the center of Leominster is called 
The Grange. It is the first place I have run 
into by this name in England, this name which 
I associate with bean suppers and Rural Free 
Delivery in small-town America. Just as the 
Grange at home has been mostly left behind 
as the nation has deruralized, Leominster’s 
Grange has also been swallowed up by the city. 
It is a reminder that America and England are 
more than linguistically related, and share a 
history which over the past two hundred years 
has been deeply shaped by the politics of 
imaginative nostalgia for disappearing places. 
And while the relationship between England 
and the U.S. is not that of parent and child, 
neither today nor in 1850, it is undoubtedly 
one of common cultural rootstock, like two 
branches of the same biological phylum.

 Measured in hours, the distance between New York and Liverpool was enormously 

larger in the nineteenth century than it is in twenty-first. The passage aboard the Henry 

Clay took 25 days; a modern flight between New York and Manchester clocks in at under 

seven hours. Culturally, however, the Henry Clay had a considerably shorter transit in 

1850 than it would have today, for England and the United States at the time were still 

closely bound into a shared social matrix that had only been lightly ruptured by the 

American Revolution. The force of this cultural genealogy exerted a profound pull on 

Olmsted, the self-appointed mouthpiece of the ‘American farmer in England’. As the 

child of a family that could trace it roots back to the Puritan settlers through only a few 

intervening generations, Olmsted considered himself a legitimate heir to the 

accumulated mass of English cultural heritage. But he was not merely a passive recipient 

of a settled patrimony. By visiting England, absorbing its lessons into his internal 

intellectual catalogue, and then invoking these experiences in his plans for American 

civilization, Olmsted became a conduit for the burgeoning intellectual traffic that ran 

across the North Atlantic in the nineteenth century, and established himself as a key 

participant in an international comparative rhetoric that shaped both nations’ ideas about 

history, society, and progress.

 In what he titles the ‘Albion’s seed’ hypothesis, Fischer (1989) argues that the 

British colonial holdings in North America were culturally ‘seeded’ by the folk traditions 

nelson 10



imported by different groups of settlers from the home country. The regional variations 

that developed in the first centuries of colonial growth therefore geographically 

corresponded with the general features of regional variations within Britain. Quakers 

settled in Pennsylvania and Delaware, bringing with them a metropolitan Midland 

liberalism; Cavaliers rebuilt their conservative aristocracy in the plantations of Virginia; 

poor Scots and Irish from the English borders became the Appalachian hill people; and, 

in Olmsted’s New England, the East Anglian Puritans transplanted their theocratic 

communitarianism. Of course, these imported patterns initiated, rather than determined, 

the course of American cultural regionalism—as Kulikoff cautions, the ‘response of 

colonists to both the environment and the aboriginal inhabitant’ was just as important as 

prepackaged home country traditions in the founding of a nascent Americanism (1993: 

345). Still, the Albion’s seed argument offers an important reminder that American 

cultural development did not begin from a blank slate, and helps to explain why a strong 

sense of vestigial identification with Englishness still prevailed 

over American life at the time of Olmsted’s trip.

 In particular, visions of Englishness still dominated the life 

of the northeastern gentry to which Olmsted’s family belonged. 

James Olmsted had left Essex in 1632 as part of a wave of 

Puritan out-migration, settling first in what is now Quincy, 

Massachusetts before moving on to the Connecticut Valley, 

where he became one of the founders of Hartford (Roper 1973). 

The logic and ethics of Puritanism were deeply etched into the 

land and laws of New England, where a unique admixture of 

social organicism, strict religious orthodoxy, agricultural 

freehold, and direct democracy joined together under the mantle of civic republicanism. 

Jackson calls the design of the New England village the result of a deliberate attempt on 

the part of the settlers to produce ‘a kind of superfamily, more like the highest stage in a 

domestic hierarchy than the smallest unit of a nation’, which was ‘a good substitute for 

the rural society’ that they had left in East Anglia (1997: 83). In this process of carving 

claims of ownership, defensibility, and familiarity out of what they perceived to be a blank 

and chaotic natural landscape,1 the settlers hitched their identity to a kind of enunciated 

hyper-Englishness. And so the founding families of New England,
detached from direct cultural sources and constraints and faced with a contradictory 
range of wilderness and gardens-to-be, reached only selectively back to idealized 
cultural origins to constitute an England of new possibilities. The recovered England 
in New England, the city upon a hill, was a new creation—like any act of 
preservation—of a selected, imagined past. (Wood 1997: 21)
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Even in their choice of place-names—such as Plymouth, Boston, and Cambridge—the 

New Englanders reaffirmed their goal of crafting a purified Englishness in North 

America, a cycling-back to an imagined motherland free from the ignominies of Civil 

War, Restoration, and economic vertigo. And, although New England would become 

home to some of the revolutionary period’s most prominent radicals, after the war New 

Englanders quickly returned to a pointedly Anglophile politics, staunchly opposing 

Jefferson’s embargo of 1807 and the War of 1812. ‘The land of their ancestors’, writes 

McLaughlin of Olmsted’s peer group, ‘was still the source of their most important ideas 

about society, religion, and beauty’ (in Olmsted 2002 [1852]: xxii). Through their surnames 

as well as their mercantile interests, the families with whom Olmsted grew up all looked 

to England with a considerable sense of fraternity.

 Besides the cultural and familial similarities between New England and England of 

the middle nineteenth century, Olmsted would have 

seen an England which physically resembled his 

home far more than it does today. As Foster (1992) 

records, the landscape of early nineteenth-century 

New England was one of intensive open-land 

agriculture: the town of Petersham, Massachusetts 

was 85% deforested in 1850, a condition that 

prevailed all the way down the Connecticut River 

Valley through Olmsted’s native Connecticut. The 

area did not return to its present heavily-forested 

condition until after the Civil War, when farmers 

abandoned the area en masse for the fertile 

territories opened up in the trans-Mississippi basin. 

When Olmsted was taken by his father as a child on what he later called ‘tours in search 

of the Picturesque’ (1977: 99), he would have travelled through a pastoral landscape 

which bore a strong resemblance to what we now consider the typical English-

countryside typology. As is evident in Thomas Cole’s famous 1836 painting of the 

Connecticut River’s oxbow in Holyoke, Massachusetts, the North American wilderness 

was rapidly receding in New England behind an advancing line of agricultural activity. In 

the middle of the trip, Olmsted reported that Herefordshire ‘reminds me of the valley of 

Connecticut, between Middletown and Springfield’, and that ‘the upper part of the 

Hudson is also in some parts English-like’ (2002 [1852]: 342).

 Cities, too, would have been closer morphological neighbors in certain ways. 

Liverpool was as important and as bustling as any American city of the time; its 

population at the 1851 census was 258,236, with all of Lancashire holding 2,067,301 people 

(Census Office 1851). By contrast, New York City in 1850 had grown to 515,547 people—

but Boston, the nation’s third-biggest city, was home to only 136,881, and Olmsted’s native 

Hartford a mere 13,555 (Gibson 1998)—a mercantile village at the heart of a 
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Berkshires.



predominantly agricultural region. Liverpool and New York were, in a sense, more 

important and familiar to each other than they were to their own hinterlands, as they 

both served a common and mutual function as the major maritime ports of English-

speaking nations. Amongst the ‘forests of masts’ that Olmsted saw in the Mersey would 

have been many ships under American flags, and American sailors and merchants 

thronged the Liverpool quays, which Olmsted admitted outclassed the ‘shabby log-

wharves’ of New York (2002 [1852]: 61–62). Even the olfactory geography bore 

resemblances to home—Olmsted noted the ‘highly pleasant’ smell of bituminous coal 

being burnt, which reminded him of the ‘happy fireside of the friend’ (2002 [1852]: 62).

 The linguistic geography of the two nations was also far less schismatic than today. 

Kurath (1928) observes that the English spoken in the coastal United States prior to Irish 

immigration in the 1840s was very close to the standard dialect of Southern England from 

the eighteenth century. The three travellers could complete entire conversations without 

disclosing their nationality: at Portsmouth they noted that ‘no one would suspect us as 

being other than Englishmen’, and, after their brief visit to the Continent, were asked at 

a shop whether they had seen ‘any place exactly like your own country after all?’—the 

shopkeeper assuming their own country to be England (2002 [1852]: 412, 417).

 The relationship also worked in the opposite 

direction. As Seymour, Daniels, and Watkins 

(1998) note of the English imperial period, the 

political and economic superstructure of empire 

produced a kind of global translatability which 

folded colonial geographies into the mentality of 

the home island. While Olmsted’s America was no 

longer a colonial holding, it still fell into the 

economic orbit of British mercantilism; indeed, 

Olmsted met commoners throughout the trip who 

were unclear on whether the United States was 

independent or not. Just as estate owners in the 

Caribbean furnished themselves with drawings 

and production reports that appeared to confirm 

Picturesque fantasies of rural plenty amongst banana and sugarcane, the images and 

accounts of the American landscape assured the English that, on its eastern seaboard at 

least, North America was a world familiar to the domesticated rural organicism of the 

English ideal.

 Taken together, this strong transatlantic magnetism challenges the preset 

geography of travel ‘abroad’. For Olmsted, England would have seemed almost a 

contiguous extension of home territory, and the journey aboard the Henry Clay would 

have carried the character more of a domestic than a foreign passage. In spite of its 

political sovereignty, the United States still lay very much within the cultural orbit of the 
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British Empire. In the 1859 reprint of Walks and Talks, Olmsted chose to append a final 

chapter onto the book, entitled ‘A Pilgrimage’. In it, he briefly recounts the story of his 

visit to Olmsted Hall in the village of Helions Bumpstead in Essex, where he found a 

modest farmhouse but few other traces of the family which had been part of the great 

Puritan migration to New England. ‘I have given this account,’ Olmsted told his readers, 

‘because the incident is so characteristic of an American’s visit to England’ (2002 [1852]: 

433). He expected that his fellow American travelers would have similar such familial ties 

to places in England. The ‘melting pot’ version of American identity did not come into 

currency until the end of the century, and in Olmsted’s youth most people could still 

their lineage through well-kept genealogies to ancestral sites in the Old World generally, 

and England in particular.2

 But although immigration had not yet disrupted the assumption that most literate 

Americans would have English roots, the early effects of ethnic amalgamation were 

starting to be felt in concert with a host of economic, cultural, and geographic shifts that 

were nudging the United States out of the rural-republic mode envisioned by many of its 

founders. As the calibrated organicism of village life began to pull apart into class 

hierarchies, liberalized economies began fashioning new geographies of wealth, and the 

new territories of the west began to clamor for representation on the national stage, the 

traditional élites in places like Boston and New York began to worry that their social and 

political status was at risk of being undermined. Thus the hereditary connection to 

England was increasingly cited as a mark of distinction by New Englanders as they 

jostled for prestige and influence against sectionalists in the south and west of the 

expanding nation, and, for the first time, leaders of the urban working classes.

 This searching after roots therefore served as a kind of social legitimation for 

Olmsted, who admitted in a letter to Brace a year after the trip that one benefit he hoped 

to secure from his worldliness was an ‘increased power ... over others’ on account of his 

association with England (1977: 365). An assertion of Englishness was a way for young 

New Englanders to ensconce themselves in the world of the liberal intelligentsia, where 

they would be insulated from the undifferentiated anonymity of the mass nation, and 

hitched to a claim of cultural heftiness—an act of classism demarcated by taste rather 

than wealth, or what Bourdieu (1984) calls the accumulation of ‘cultural capital’. After 

all, the United States in 1850 had a scanty reserve of native traditions, and so the élite 

reverse-colonized English traditions as their own. At a dinner party during the trip, a host 

apologized for singing only English ballads, to which Olmsted retorted:
these are our national songs as well as yours. You forget that we are also countrymen 
of Will Shakespeare, and Robin Hood, and Richard the Lionhearted. Our mothers 
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remained the dominant location of cultural patrimony and exchange.



danced with your fathers under the same ‘greenwood,’ and around the ‘May-pole.’ 
Our fathers fought for their right in this land against Turk, Frenchman, Spaniard, 
and Pretender. We have as much pride in Old England, gentlemen, as any of you. We 
claim the right to make ourselves at home on that ground with you. You must not 
treat us as strangers. (2002 [1852]: 137–138, footnote)

In this way, then, Olmsted’s desire to see England was a way of expressing and codifying 

his association with the New England gentry for whom Englishness was a kind of merit 

badge, and so ironically the trip served to reinforce his territorial sectionalism even as it 

broadened his geographical compass. ‘A strong consciousness of the identity of of his 

native region of New England is evident in Olmsted’s social and political thought 

from an early period’ observes Beveridge (1995: 209), and his visit to England 

allowed him to string this New England heritage onto a longer rope of grander 

historical importance.

 And yet the search for an autochthonous, ancestral origin-point was 

somewhat ambiguous. His brother, curiously, did not join him on the visit to 

Olmsted Hall, and indeed Olmsted only made the visit after a librarian friend 

persuaded him to look up the family name in a record book—suggesting that the 

‘homecoming’ aspect of the trip was hardly the brothers’ animating drive. He wrote 

in an 11 August letter to his father: ‘I don’t know as this rather 

diminutive Hall will much gratify your family pride. I rather 

think it does mine—quite as much to have found the arms of 

some big murdering Baron over a dungeon door’ (1977: 352). 

In this inflected pride-through-humility, Olmsted hinted at what he was really searching 

for: vanished traces of a sturdy, unprepossessing yeomanry to which he could claim 

affiliation—a class of citizens who had been wiped out by the English vices of 

hierarchism and superstition, but who had found a home and a destiny in the moral and 

physical configuration of North America. 

 For at the same time as he looked for the backstories of American history in the 

English landscape, Olmsted also acted as a vocal ambassador for the gospel of American 

futurism. He was proud to discover in the village of Wallop a brass clock manufactured 

by a Connecticut firm, and, when the owner complained that it was running fast, 

volunteered to recalibrate it in order ‘to save the reputation of ... the universal Yankee 

nation’ (2002 [1852]: 399). Elsewhere he promoted the idea that Americans and 

Englishmen were close siblings united in a classic Enlightenment programme of 

broadened liberties, international coöperation, and rational republicanism. He hoped that 

the new nation’s example would provide useful ammunition for reformers eager to throw 

off the legacies of Britain’s traditional system. Brace, a theology student, held letters of 

introduction to Nonconformist and Radical preachers, many of whom looked with 

considerable jealousy on the religious freedom of the United States. When they lodged 
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amongst laborers crippled by the collapse in prices occasioned by free trade and the Corn 

Laws, Olmsted and his friends spread the gospel of freehold and stable wages in America.

 As an agriculturalist, Olmsted found many things in English practice which 

matched his faith in the superiority of American technique. In the area around 

Welshpool, he observed farming that was ‘no better than in some parts of the 

Connecticut valley’, and bragged in Herefordshire that ‘I have eaten a better apple from 

an orchard in Burlington, Vermont, than was ever grown even in the south of 

England’ (2002 [1852]: 220, 280). The agriculture of Cheshire, he complained, was ‘far 

below my expections’ (pg. 195). For a book notionally intended to serve as a handbook for 

American farmers, Walks and Talks actually contains precious little in the way of 

recommended methods.3 In his failure to discern any universal superiority in British 

farming, Olmsted gave voice to a fledgling confidence that the United States had no 

cause for insecurity.

 But in spite of this boosterism, Olmsted was constantly looking for a reaffirmation 

and approval of Americanism the eyes of the English. Aside from ‘a considerable number 

of snobbish, pretending, awkwardly positioned, sub-aristocratic, super-sensible people, 

that swear by the Times, and have taken their cue from Trollope’, he was happy to find 

that the English generally held a kind cautious respect for the American experiment, 

viewing the nation

not with unqualified respect and unalloyed admiration, but much as we of the 
Atlantic States regard our own California—a wild, dare-devil, younger brother, with 
some most dangerous and reprehensible habits, and some most noble qualities, a 
capital fellow, in fact, if he would but have done sowing his wild oats. (2002 [1852]: 

228–229)

 If the English half-respected the Americans, Olmsted half-respected the English 

back. Rather than dismiss or endorse English life completely, Olmsted began to locate 

England at one pole of a binary between aristocracy and barbarism between which he 

could assert the third way of New England republicanism. He therefore combed through 

the raw material of his travels for comparative examples that he could use to triangulate 

his regionalist geography of progress and civilization, thereby confirming and sharpening 

the ideals which he had already begun to articulate on his Staten Island farm. 

 In such a way, observations Olmsted made in England moved him towards a better 

understanding of where his home country stood, and where it might possibly be headed. 

If the United States had a direct genealogical relationship to England, then the England 

that he saw represented an alternative, often cautionary, branch of that hereditary tree. ‘I 

was greatly pained, mortified, ashamed of old mother England’, he remarked when faced 
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give voice to his social beliefs than a sincere effort at husbandry.



with the nearly herdlike indigence in which the majority of the labouring class lived, and 

noted by contrast that
in America we hold that a slave, a savage, a child, a maniac, and a condemned 
criminal, are each and all born, equally with us, with our President, or with the 
Queen of England, free and self-governing; that they have the same natural rights 
with us. (2002 [1852]: 353–354)

This system of differential diagnosis (which will be taken up further in Chapters 4 and 5) 

was a mechanism in which Olmsted employed holistic geographical description as a way 

of spinning out and isolating the characteristic differences between the trajectories of 

American and English life. In the opposite direction, English writers often used the same 

Atlantic laboratory to support their own arguments about English civilisation; John Stuart 

Mill, who read Olmsted’s reportage on the slave states in order to inform himself on the 

American Civil War (2004 [1862]), often cited American developments as proof of his 

domestic theories.

 Through observations such as these, the experience of the 1850 trip qualified 

Olmsted as a member of the growing class of trans-Atlantic intellectuals who used the 

comparative perspective between Europe and the United States as a kind of natural 

social experiment which afforded a better understanding of life on both sides of the 

ocean, and, more importantly, a palette of options for how best to organize society 

moving forwards. Traveling and travel-writing therefore formed the epistemological 

rootstock of an early form of social science enquiry. Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in 

America (2010 [1835]), written as the transcript of a journey in the United States, went on 

to become one of the foundational works of political science used for understanding 

democracy, even though the formal intellectual structures of social science did not exist 

at the time. Like Olmsted, de Tocqueville went abroad in order to think through the 

future of his own country during the upheavals and instabilities that followed the 

Napoleonic Wars. In much the same way, Olmsted—who would go on to become an early 

director of the American Social Science Association (Roper 1973: 320)—used the 

knowledge-system of travel writing as the springboard for critically examining social 

questions. The trip to England formed the juncture-point at which Olmsted moved from 

youthful idealism to the mature, critical mode of investigation which would occupy him 

for the rest of his life.

 Washington Irving was perhaps Olmsted’s closest fellow-traveller in this 

transatlantic world of literary men.4 Irving had first visited Europe in 1804, and returned 

to England in 1815, where he remained for seventeen years and hatched a literary career 

(Leary 1963). He wrote extensively from a traveller’s perspective, and was fascinated by 

rural scenes: ‘the stranger who would form a correct opinion of English character,’ Irving 

wrote, ‘must go forth into the country’ (1843: 243). Irving was crucial in legitimizing the 

United States as a site of original artistic and literary traditions—a feat that he 
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accomplished, ironically, by the credentials gained during his exposure to the European 

scene. And, like Olmsted, Irving understood that travel writing offered access to an 

understanding of foreign society which could be comparatively employed to think about 

one’s own society. ‘We may thus place England before us as a perpetual volume of 

reference,’ Irving wrote,

wherein are recorded sound deductions from ages of experience; and while we avoid 
the errors and absurdities which may have crept into the page, we may draw thence 
golden maxims of practical wisdom, wherewith to strengthen and to embellish our 
national character. (1843: 243)

These opinions were hugely influential on Olmsted, and it is likely that he had Irving’s 

guidance in mind throughout his trip. When, in 1857, Olmsted was looking for influential 

New Yorkers to support his bid for the Central Park superintendency, he turned to his 

fellow transatlantic colleague Irving for an endorsement.

 Another prominent member of Olmsted’s transatlantic circle was the English 

architect Calvert Vaux. Andrew Jackson Downing5 was also in England in the summer of 

1850, looking for someone with formal architectural training to assist him with his rural 

design practice. There he found Vaux, and brought him home to New York as a colleague. 

When Downing died in a steamboat accident in 1852, Vaux took over his practice, and it 

was Vaux who in 1857 invited Olmsted—by then the superintendent of the park works—

to collaborate with him on a design for the public competition. Vaux taught Olmsted 

most of what he knew about the technical aspects of design, and the two would return to 

Europe many times to keep appraised of the latest advances in landscape architecture 

throughout the course of a long collaboration (Kowsky 1998).

 The harvest of transatlantic knowledge, then, was useful for the way in which it 

could be enrolled in the service of building a cisatlantic ideology. Olmsted recognized and 

supported an internationalist stance, particularly between the sibling nations—he prayed 

that ‘God grant that every tie grow constantly tighter that binds us together to peace, and 

to mutual assistance and co-labour—for justice, for freedom, for the salvation of the 

world’ (2002 [1852]: 235). But the eventual emphasis from his experience in England was 

found in a renewed urgency for directing the course of American civilisation. In the fall 

after he returned, Olmsted wrote to Brace, who had extended the trip into Central 

Europe, advising him: ‘Conform now, when you come to America fight’ (1977: 359).
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was hatched.



3
On Foot

We travelled at first at the rate of one hundred 
miles in six days, at last at the rate of about 
two hundred; sometimes going forty miles, 
and ordinarily thirty, in a day. We usually did 
thirty miles in eleven hours, one which might 
be spent nooning under a hedge or in a 
wayside inn, and about one mile and hour lost 
in loitering; looking at things on the wayside 
or talking to people that we met, our actual 
pace was just about four miles an hour. 
(Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 455)

Sunday, 15 May 2011.
Owing to a slightly sore knee and a small 
number of miles which needed to fill the 
whole day, I walked the better part of the way 
between Shaftesbury and Salisbury, pushing 
my bike alongside me. You notice different 
things at this slower pace—not necessarily 
more things, but a different quality of things. 
A grand kinetic choreography is apparent at 
fifteen miles per hour, whereas at three miles 
per hour, each view is more isolated but also 
more textured.

 The Olmsted brothers’ friend and travel companion, Charles Loring Brace, was the 

son of a teacher who, while well-respected and intelligent, was not wealthy enough to 

finance a lavish trip in Europe for his son. Consequently, Brace had no choice but to plan 

the trip in England as cheaply as possible—and the Olmsteds, though affluent enough to 

afford a comfortable grand tour, agreed to live on a tight budget on account of their 

friend’s finances (McLaughlin, in Olmsted 1977: 69). Since the cheapest way to get from 

place to place, then as now, was on foot, the three friends laced up their boots and 

walked several hundred miles through country lanes, Roman highways, and city streets. 

Walking was successful as a cost-reduction programme: Olmsted estimated that they 

spent, all things considered, about a dollar a day,1 of which seventy-five cents went for 

lodging and food (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 450). But the act of walking also provided the 

perspective, both literal and metaphorical, through which they apprehended England. 

The experiences of cutting across fields, chatting with passers-by, ducking under trees to 

avoid rain, and stretching sore legs were composite parts of a larger process of peripatetic 

observation and commentary. It is therefore possible to pry behind the representational 

and ideological layers of Walks and Talks to reveal the central importance of an embodied 

practice of walking in the landscape—an experiential ontology which prefigures and 

bootstraps Olmsted’s specific kind of social-scientific epistemology. This geography of 

discursive mobility is imprinted in the very title of Walks and Talks, and it is a geography 
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England). Olmsted makes his own reference to an exchange rate of six shillings to $1.44 (2002 

[1852]: 392), which is roughly in line with Officer’s data.



which discloses a basic symmetry between Olmsted’s walks in England and his later 

undertakings.

 

 In the middle nineteenth century, walking was already closely associated with 

tourism—specifically, a rambling, scenic search for picturesque landscapes and their 

attendant revelations hinting at arcs of universal beauty and morality. Romantic idealists 

had taken up walking with particular enthusiasm as a mode which offered a site on 

which to unify the pastoral simplicity of the preindustrial shepherd with the highly 

stylized emotional gloss of the poet. Wallace has located 

Wordsworth as the critical figure in the Romantic valorisation of 

walking; this ‘peripatetic’ ideology, she argues, asserted that ‘the 

natural primitive quality of the physical act of walking restores 

the natural proportions of our perceptions, reconnecting us with 

both the physical and the moral order inherent in it’ (1993: 13). 

As the rapid uptake of commercial and technological modernity 

began to and erode the influence of the Georgic literary mode, 

walking became the self-conscious expression of a new kind of 

leisured and civilized rustication, elected by tourists choosing to 

advertise their association with an early form of 

environmentalism. As Wallace writes, the poet-walker, imprinting his bootsoles rather 

than his ploughshare into the earth, came to

fill the ideological space from which the farmer was being expelled ... not only in the 
metaphorical sense of metaphorical substitution, but in the sense of redefining 
cultivation in its extended sense as being both placed and moving, stable and 
changing (1993: 68).

In his role as an improving farmer that he had come to accept as his calling just before 

the England trip, Olmsted had already begun to endorse these sentiments. ‘Rural 

pursuits ... tend to elevate and enlarge the ideas’, he wrote to his brother John in June 

1845, an assertion supported on a combination of progressive and aesthetic reasons: ‘all 

the proudest aims of Science are involved in them [and] it cultivates, or should, the taste 

and sentiment’ (1977: 219). The walkers’ geographical transit on foot out of the city and 

into the countryside therefore realized, as Edensor puts it, ‘a retreat … from the urban 

self, towards a freeing of the body, a rediscovery of childish sensation, and aesthetic and 

moral regeneration’ (2000: 84).

 In addition to its critical relationship with changing trends in agricultural 

technology, walking also provided a vantage point on which to question the new 

technologies of transportation and the net of interconnectedness which they were 

dragging across the nation. In Liphook on 20 June, en route to London, the group 

stopped at a struggling coach house, and paused to note the changing pace and character 

of life on the road. ‘Before the railways,’ Olmsted wrote, ‘thirty-two four-horse coaches 
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stopped at this house daily ... Now there was but one coach and one van that passed 

through the town’ (2002 [1852]: 419). Perceptions of distance and space had been 

successively altered by the development of turnpike roads, canals, and, by the 1850s, 

steam trains, and amongst these shifting scales of mobility only the walker’s viewpoint 

had remained consistent. As Revill (2007) has suggested of canals, the webs of mobility 

drawn across the landscape by Enlightenment science reconfigured relationships of scale 

and liquidity in existing landscapes, and as Divall and Revill note of transportation 

geography more generally, these technologies ‘are central to the production of society, 

establishing and reinforcing differences and inequalities between societies, groups and 

individuals’ (2005: 105). Olmsted and his friends did hop the train now and then: leaving 

Birkenhead, Olmsted complained that ‘a seat … on the hard board benches of an English 

second-class car, crowded, and your feet cramped under you, does not remove fatigue 

very rapidly’ (2002 [1852]: 97). By electing to travel by a method that stood in stark 

contradistinction to the latest technology, however, the American travellers felt they 

could stand off the verge from the tracks of progress and study modernity with due 

scepticism.

 Though this precast category of ‘Romantic’ ideology tends to obscure variance in 

what was a wide field of ideological relationships to progress, science, and society (see, 

for example, Hammond 2004), the generic Romantic spirit still exerted a heavy influence 

on literary young men in Olmsted’s day, and its ideational power in shaping the course of 

the 1850 trip was considerable. In alliance with a Christian-mystical theology in which 

the seeker and wanderer are heroized as the agents of moral fixity discovered through 

personal reflection on divine imprints in nature, Romanticism promoted walking as a 

method of unfolding Truth. In 1845, Olmsted read Johann Zimmermann’s Solitude, and 

raved in a letter to his brother that it would ‘rank next to the Bible & Prayer book in my 

Library’ (1977: 203). In it, Olmsted would have found a confirmation of the idea that 

spiritual invigoration was to be found in walking through the countryside: ‘the rural 

recluse,’ Zimmermann wrote, ‘has only to open the doors of his study, and enjoy his walk, 

while tranquillity attends his steps, and new pleasures present themselves to his view on 

every turn’ (1804 [1756]: 136). This philosophical and religious outlook dovetailed with the 

literature on the picturesque that dominated the aesthetic scene of Georgian England. ‘I 

was sufficiently interested to get some understanding of what such men as Price, Gilpin, 

Shenstone and Marshall thought about the subject [of scenery]’ he recalled, and these 

writers deeply shaped his early thinking as he rambled about in the 1840s in a ‘decently 

restrained vagabond life, generally pursued under the guise of an angler, a fowler or a 

dabbler on the shallowest shores of the deep sea of the natural sciences’ (1977: 117). He 

found in Picturesque theory an emphasis on walking as a means of obtaining the best 

views of the striking natural scenes that revealed themselves only to the patience of the 

committed pedestrian: ‘often we travelled on foot over lofty mountains, where no horse 

could have found firm footing,’ Gilpin wrote of one voyage in search of sublimity, ‘and 
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several nights we slept under what shelter we could 

find among the rocks’ (1807: 395). 

 Olmsted had also read Bayard Taylor’s Views 

A-foot: or Europe Seen With Knapsack and Staff, 

first published in 1846 after the poet had completed 

a walking tour through England and the Continent. 

Taylor was the first prominent American voice to 

import the rhetoric of European tourist commentary 

and package it for American audiences. Taylor, a 

‘poet, traveller, man of letters’, commonly reminded 

his readers that tourism nourished the mind most 

effectively when carried out on foot (Stedman 1915: 904). Even in its chapter headings 

(such as ‘A Walk through the Odenwald’ or ‘Rambles in Saxon Switzerland’), Views A-Foot 

is systemically saturated in walking. Taylor advised the prospective tourist:
... if he is willing to regard all incivility and attempts at imposition as valuable lessons 
in the study of human nature, and to try to keep his temper and cheerfulness in any 
situation which may try them, he is prepared to walk through the whole of Europe, 
with more real pleasure to himself, and far more profit, than if he journeyed in style 
and enjoyed (?) the constant services of couriers and valets de place. (Taylor 1852 

[1846]: 394)

That question mark—which appears in the original—suggests the kind of pride which 

accompanied the ascetic simplicity of the walker: like Thoreau (1995 [1854]) bragging 

about the parsimony of life at Walden, Taylor hoped that his honest knapsack and staff 

would afford him a kind of prophetic status, eschewing the artificial comforts of the well-

to-do dandy. In this way, Taylor’s work may be situated into the theoretical frame offered 

by MacCannell’s argument that modern tourism is perpetually engaged in ‘the search for 

authenticity of experience’ (1973: 589) which is directed by a religious longing for 

unmediated connection to the pith of society. Walking provides a touristic experience 

which mitigates against tourism’s artificiality, and thereby furnishes the commentator 

with both a verity of description and an endorsement of moral justness. It is likely that 

Olmsted, harboring aspirations for jumpstarting a literary career out of his trip, looked to 

Taylor as his principal model.

 The pedestrian view also fit well with the group’s self-appointed search for the 

contours of democracy. ‘It should be among those classes which form the majority of the 

people of a country that the truest exhibition of national character should be looked for,’ 

Olmsted decided, ‘and that in their condition should be found the best evidence of the 

wisdom of national institutions’ (2002 [1852]: 11). Everyday life fascinated Olmsted, and 

he often turned away from the grand historical tales told in ‘polite’ landscapes in favor of 

the micro-scale behaviors of a commonfolk which he idealized but did not genericize. In 

this way, Olmsted provides, 150 years in advance, an one example of the desired 

‘approaches to landscape and mobility which demonstrate a sensitivity to and 
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engagement with practical action’ which Meriman and Revill determine to be ‘key to 

overcoming both the ahistoricism associated with some studies of mobility and the static 

pictorialism others associate with landscape’ (in Merriman et al. 2008: 192).

 Beyond the literary and moral emphases on walking, though, lay recognitions of the 

practical aspects of walking. In an appendix to Walks and Talks entitled ‘Information and 

advice for those wishing to make a pedestrian tour in England, at the least practicable 

expense’, Olmsted offered his readers a series of tips on how to duplicate his own 

adventure. The bulk of these suggestions were practical, and indicate how central 

seemingly banal considerations were on the trip. He offered meticulous advice for 

obtaining custom-made boots with three-eights inch thick soles, three-quarters inch thick 

heels, and six-and-a-half inch high uppers, and two lace crossings over the instep; well-

fitting Shaker woolen socks were suggested as the best complement to such boots. Even 

with the best shoes, though, he stressed the importance of bathing one’s feet often during 

the walk, and of changing into slippers at the end of the day. ‘You had better neglect 

nothing,’ he warned, noting even with the most careful podiatric stewardship he ‘suffered 

a thousand times more, and was delayed more, from foot-soreness than from 

fatigue’ (2002 [1852]: 453). 

 The potent viscerality of Olmsted’s feet screaming in complaint after a long day on 

the move serves as a kind of tripwire for any attempt to rarefy and dematerialize the 

geography of his trip into a systematically fixed catalogue of symbolic and 

representational sketches. It forces the realization that Olmsted’s view was not that of a 

mystic, transcendental eye passing unencumbered through the landscape; rather, it was 

the view of an eye attached to sinew and lungs and sweat glands—that is, attached to a 

body situated in the landscape which delimited and sometimes interrupted the cerebral 

process of observation and commentary. His weary feet call up Wylie’s assertion that ‘the 

pain of footsore walking is neither wholly internal, nor a splitting of self and body, but 

rather a resonance of things as a whole, an architecture of refrains, stones, footfalls, 

refracting forces anterior to the subject-object distinction’ (2005: 244). And so, rather than 

distracting from or obscuring the cultural and intellectual history deposited by the 

authorial Olmsted, an awareness of the embodied Olmsted encourages a processual and 

dialectic reading of Olmsted simultaneously struggling against and enveloping himself in 

the materialities of the physical world—forming thereby the walker’s ‘various affinities 

and distanciations of self and landscape’, as Wylie puts it (2005: 234).

 This emphasis of Olmsted-the-body aligned in a dualistic but integrative 

syncopation with Olmsted-the-voice invokes the geographic interrogations loosely 

connected under the title of ‘non-representational theory’ (or, as Lorimer (2005) terms it, 

‘more-than-representational’). Walks and Talks is a (somewhat deliberately) disorganized 

book, the work of a first-time writer unsure whether to dispassionately catalogue 

agricultural practices, sketch landscape vignettes, or wax poetically about the course of 

civilisation. As such, even as it is possible to lose track of the specific geographic course 
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of the journey, the presence of Olmsted as a body in space and as an accumulator of 

sensory stimuli remains at the fore. Walks and Talks documents Olmsted’s perceptual 

records in the landscape, only partially scrubbed and reorganized by revision, and it 

therefore follows an ambling, semi-formed, and always-becoming path which is 

essentially pedestrian in nature. 

 As de Certeau argues, the pedestrian gains a complex, textured, and inchoate sense 

of being-in-the-world by quitclaiming the totalizing perspective of the panopticon, 

actualizing, reordering, and syncretizing spatial orders which ‘elude legibility’ (1988: 93). 

On a rainy day in Warminster, Olmsted found himself compositing exactly this kind of 

street-pavement knowledge:
Men on foot, and women too, with clogs and pattens and old green and blue 
umbrellas, and bundles and bags and baskets and hampers, and cages and parcels in 
handkerchiefs; old and young, lasses and lads, generally three or four couples 
together, coming to town for a holiday, loudly laughing and coarsely joking; bound to 
enjoy themselves spite of the shameful indelicacy of the wind, and the chill 
drenching of the rain, and the most misplaced attachment to their finery of the 
spattering mud (2002 [1852]: 372).

Such descriptions of physicality in the landscape tugged 

Olmsted back towards an appreciation of the material element 

of landscape study whenever he began to stray too far from it. 

This eye for detail and sensitivity to the texture of pedestrian-

view landscape sensation would later serve Olmsted well when 

he began to design parks of his own. Walking through England, 

he learned and practiced a kind of literary and social criticism 

that employed guts in concert with genius.

 A point of connection may be extended here to a geography 

of health and, particularly, of capacity. Like Taylor, who wrote 

that after a week on the road the pedestrian ‘lies down at night 

with a feeling of refreshing rest ... and rises invigorated in heart 

and frame’ (1852 [1846]: 393), Olmsted supposed a connection 

between physical vigor and mental acuity. He assumed his 

potential followers would be fit—‘a man every way in health should be able to walk a 

dozen miles or more without wanting to drink’ he cavalierly suggested (2002 [1852]: 454). 

In Ludlow he glowed when he saw that ‘the shaded walks about the castle were also thick 

with happy-looking, grateful-looking orderly men and women, boys and girls, 

superabundantly attended by healthy, sturdily-tottering babies’ (p. 272). In the material 

frame of a vigorous overland walker, the democratic citizen found an expression for its 
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Saturday, 14 May. This has been the most exhausting 
day of all, and Shaftesbury appeared consequently 
more citadel-like than it actually is. I expect that the 
feeling of an inflamed knee tendon will be just as 
easy (or easier!) to remember in five years than any 
image I’ve yet seen.



autonomy and activity.2 By contrast, the twisted, deformed bodies of England’s rural poor, 

eviscerated by toil, malnutrition, and alcohol, documented the spiritual hollowing-out of 

country life. I use the term ‘capacity’ to signify the fact that these body politics were not, 

for Olmsted, simply appeals to physical robustness—rather, the capacity of a walker’s 

body to move spatially across the landscape, to breathe in air and drink in water, 

indicated a capacity to absorb the aesthetic bounty of the landscape, and, crucially, the 

capacity to wisely and rationally govern oneself and society. This intertwining of 

environmental salubrity, embodied vigor, and social and moral robustness would occupy 

Olmsted throughout his career, and it is possible that he may have learned of the 

miasmatic theory of landscape from the landscape designer John Claudius Loudon 

(Szyczygiel and Hewitt 2000). In any case, his 

preoccupation with the bodily capacities of human 

beings, explicitly linked to a phenomenology of 

walking and landscape-emplacement, indicates that 

Olmsted himself was engaged in a rhetorical mode 

which geographers are just now getting around to 

annexing as a popular trend. 

 An overemphasis on an exclusively non-

representational line of thinking, however, is liable 

to occlude the fact that Olmsted was constantly 

trying to superimpose a universal, totalizing 

metanarrative of transcendent commentary atop 

the pedestrian, everyday world—and, in spite of the 

twenty-first century battle-lines of geographic 

theory, these descriptive goals were incumbent 

upon each other. Once again, the title of the book 

hints at the dynamic in play: Olmsted’s Walks are embodied and practiced; his Talks are 

rationalized, universalizing, and deliberately representational. The Talks thus emerge 

when the contingencies of the Walks are reduced and transcended over. In their first day 

of walking between Birkenhead and Chester, Olmsted recalled sights ‘that altogether that 

made us forget our fatigue, disregard the rain, thoughtless of the way we were going—

serious, happy and grateful. And this excitement continued for many days’ (2002 [1852]: 

100). Such walking became an indulgence, not a tax, for the senses; the group felt, 

Olmsted wrote, ‘like children in a garden’ (pg. 99) Remarks such as these indicate the 

way in which Olmsted, while mindful and indeed proud of the grit, toil, and footsoreness 
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2 This same combination of physical and political vigor expressed itself throughout the European 
imperial phase, eventually culminating in the body politics of fascism. Budd (1997) has portrayed 
how sculpting the body through healthful, outdoor pursuits became popularized through concerns 
about national and military decay. Olmsted, who later became interested not only in healthy 
recreation but also in promoting a particularly regimented style of college education, may be 
considered as one example where the progressive politics of the nineteenth century share a certain 
inward symmetry with right-wing paranoias of the twentieth.

Tuesday, 10 May. Stopped midafternoon on the verge 
of a dirt road, at the edge of a rapeseed field, to 
catch up with Olmsted, who’s been very wordy in this 
region. Clouds came in, though, and instead of 
reading the book I ended up reading the meteorology, 
trying to guess where the rain was going to fall—and 
where I could go to avoid it. Like Matless notes of the 
indoor-outdoor duplicity of Edward Thomas, I was 
‘taking a book with [me] on a walking trip, taking it 
out to read often but always finding reasons to read 
other things’ (in Merriman et al. 2008: 199).



of walking, ultimately thirsted after a more Romantic liberation from material 

immanence into a realm of disembodied exultation of a monoglot truth; it ‘seems 

constantly like dreaming’, he gushed, ‘to see so many of these things that we have only 

known before in painting or poetry’ (pg. 113). This proceeding through Walks to arrive at 

Talks, or rather through physicality to arrive at spirituality, indicates the discursive 

tension that binds these elements of Olmsted’s narrative together, a tension which was 

also found in Olmsted’s broader philosophy. In sympathy with Wylie’s assertion that 

‘Landscape is tension, the tension between perceiver and perceived, subject and 

object’ (in Merriman et al. 2008: 202), Olmsted shunts back and forth between 

representational and non-representational modes; activating and then nullifying the later 

with the object of revealing the former, but choosing not efface the traces and marks of 

this process in the completed object. The physical reality of foot travel allowed Olmsted 

to concretize concepts which he could appreciate but not articulate: ‘nature treats me so 

strangely; it’s past my speaking of,’ he noted, ‘and yet, as a part of my travelling 

experience, I would speak of it’ (2002 [1852]: 407).

 While the physicality of Olmsted’s walking leads to a line of questioning involving 

non- or supra-representation theory, the topology of Olmsted’s walking leads to a second 

invocation of mobility theory. By concentrating less on the nodes (Olmsted, England, 

America) and more on the relationalities of linkage between them, it becomes possible to 

site transport and travel as geographic processes in and of themselves, rather than 

mechanisms by which to arrive at the observation of other geographic fixities. While this 

calls to mind the actor-network theory of Callon (1986) and Latour (1993), a perhaps 

more apposite topological theory is that found in Lorimer and Wylie’s speculative LOOP, 

describing the moving perceptivities of two travellers ‘along a route limned as a landscape 

medley: mountain, moor, marsh, lake, village, town, hill and valley’ (2010: 10). A focus on 

the linked, roving eye allows a depiction of Olmsted’s England as a swathe of constantly-

moving landscape as wide as the field of vision, traced through by the practicing observer. 

In this way, the map featured as the frontispiece of this essay loses the totalizing 

cartographic powerfulness criticized by Harley (1992) and becomes instead the filaments 

of a networked web, spun across space and time by the three members of Olmsted’s 

travelling party.

 Daniels has convincingly melded a geography of circulation with the history of 

landscape through the stagecoach travels of Humphry Repton. He notes that 

‘transportation was integral to Repton’s working practice, for the movement of the man 

himself, from job to job, and for the dispatch of papers, plans and correspondence 

relating to commissions. ... Through his very mobility, Repton transformed landscape 

gardening’ (1996: 173). An appreciation of the ‘shifting field of vision’ perceived by the 

body in motion lead Repton to emphasize ‘routeways’ in his landscape designs (pg. 178). 

Much like the well-calibrated technocratic planning of canals, the circulatory 

choreography of parkland articulated social and political preferences. As Daniels notes, 
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‘the polite circulation system of Repton’s parks was strictly segregated from the impolite 

one’ (1996: 179), in concert with a nineteenth-century British ideal of hierarchy and order; 

by contrast, Olmsted practiced a form of democratic trespassing, ‘rambling about these 

relics of our old England’ (2002 [1852]: 137) and transecting across polite and impolite 

spheres of society.3

 The groundwork of Olmsted’s thinking in 1850, derived, quite literally, from 

footwork. The pedestrian perspective composited his attitudes towards democracy, 

rurality, technology, and landscape into a single fieldwork mode. It was through this 

passage on foot—acting as a kind of spy or scout—that he was record to make his 

principal observations about the character of English civilisation. 
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3 Olmsted’s own landscape designs, however, would ultimately employ a Reptonian system of 
transport segregation: in the original plan for Central Park, one feature that set Olmsted’s design 
apart was its use of sunken cross streets to keep street traffic safely tucked away from pedestrian 
ways. Countering this segregation of transport types, though, was a deliberate desegregation of 
class circulation in Olmsted’s designs: he hoped that the rich and poor rubbing shoulders in 
spaces of equality would improve civilization (see Chapter 5).



4
The Land and the People

[June 1850] 
There is another public promenade in 
Hereford, upon the site of an old castle which 
was demolished by Cromwell. The ramparts 
are grassed over, and there are fine trees, 
ponds, gravel-walks, an obelisk in honour of 
Nelson, some graceful irregularities of surface, 
and a broad, purling stream of clear water 
flowing by it all. Here, before noon, we found 
a considerable company, of varied character: 
ladies walking briskly and talking animatedly; 
invalids, wrapped up and supported, loitering 
in the sun; cripples, moving about in 
wheelchairs; students or novel-readers in the 
deepest shades; and every where, many 
nursery-maids with children. Not a town have 
we seen in England but has had a better a 
garden-republic than any town I know of in 
the United States. (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 317)

Saturday, 14 May 2011.
This evening I was standing at the top of Gold 
Hill in Shaftesbury today with my host, and I 
imagined the backs of our heads like those of 
Martin Parr’s two old ladies. It’s little wonder 
that Ridley Scott chose this place in order to 
bake Englishness into the Hovis recipe: there 
are so many countryside tropes crammed into 
this single viewshed that it almost feels 
contrived, or at least theatrical. My host, who 
grew up in Sussex, tells me that when she 
thinks of what it means to be English, she 
thinks of this—chalk hills and hedgerows. [...] 
It becomes difficult here to maintain the 
academic bureaucracy: which perceptions 
should be filed with the department dealing 
with anthropology, which to geography? Like 
Olmsted, I find myself shuttling seamlessly 
between England and the English.

 

 Like a fractal which retains its original form at every scale, Chapter XI of Walks and 

Talks of the second volume of Walks and Talks replicates, in miniature form, the entire 

intellectual scope of Olmsted’s English journey. Leaving Hereford, the party ‘soon turned 

off the main road, and pursued [their] way for several miles of narrow, deep, shady lanes’, 

accompanied by a local who offered ‘much information about the agriculture of the 

district and the habits and character of the people’ (2002 [1852]: 338). Olmsted travelled 

along with an attentive eye, indiscriminately scooping up the features of the landscape: 

flowers of heart’s-ease, forget-me-not, and wild strawberries ... now and then a break 
in the hedge-row, and, a little back, a low, thick-thatched cottage with many bends in 
the ridge-pole ... two or three flaxen-haired, blue eyed children; a little further, a 
drowsy old she-ass standing in the shade ... old and dilapidated hovels, sheds, and 
stables, clustering without any appearance of arrangement about a low farm-house ... 
busy labourers, and straight plough-furrows, or the bright metallic green of luxuriant 
young wheat and barley in broad glades of glancing light ... a stout old man ... 
breathing hard and speaking huskily, grumbling at every opening in the conversation 
at Free Trade and high rents ... some little boys and girls are picking up chips and 
putting them into sacks. (pg. 338–340)

Carrying on, Olmsted began to muse on the differences between American and English 

landscapes, teasing out lighting, foliage, and topography as elements which created 

different moods in the two places. After commenting on the state of the road network, 
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the party descended into a dale, where they were received at a farm and observed the 

unique architectural and craftwork pieces on exhibit. The master of the house began 

talking to Olmsted about free trade, commodity prices, and, finally, religious radicalism, 

leading Olmsted into a debate over issues of society and democracy. These various topics, 

occupying merely ten pages of text, run together seamlessly—so much so that it seems 

incorrect to call them ‘topics’ at all. Instead, Olmsted’s descriptions are the product of a 

kind of catholic fieldwork practice, in which the generalizing schema of landscape 

allowed him to form bricolages of political, cultural, technological, historical, and 

aesthetic observations, synthesizing them so completely as to efface the borderlines 

between them. The land and the people of England were, to Olmsted, coextensive 

objects, and by examining this metonymic fusing-together it is possible to tease out the 

kernels of Olmsted’s environmental epistemology.

 ‘Landscape’ as an analytical concept has come under some attack in recent years. It 

has been accused variously of being too formalist, too indefinite, too mono-perspectival, 

too masculinist, or too culturally limiting (e.g. Rose 1995, Whatmore 2002, Cresswell 

2003). Common to all of these a critiques is a suspicion of the purported textuality of 

landscape. Gow argues that treating landscape as a text relies on ‘fabricated forms of 

graphic representation’ which inflate the reading–writing metaphor beyond its 

appropriate boundaries (1995: 56). Undoubtedly there are certain cultural sensitivities 

which must be attended to when treating the different landscape-knowledges of different 

societies, and a lazy reliance on Western metaphors is insufficient to cover the broad 

range of environmental interactions by which landscape is (or is not) mustered into 

semiotic systems. In this particular case, however, it is clear that Olmsted did regard the 

landscape as a legible document of social life in England, and therefore the issue of 

landscape-textualism must be taken seriously. Embracing this conceptualization—which 

has metaphorical roots but ultimately extends beyond metaphor—is crucial in making 

sense of the polymodal, long-view Olmsted. His ability to read the landscape as a 

transcript of social life was axiomatic in his later development of an ability to write the 

landscape as a prescript for social life. This chapter, therefore, deals with the mechanisms 

by which Olmsted read the landscape of England as a social document and reported 

those findings in Walks and Talks; in the following chapter, this concept is mirrored 

through Olmsted’s theories about civilization to consider his early sympathy for the 

possibilities of writing landscape. 

 Walks and Talks may be seen as taking the form of a superstructural passage, the 

trip in England, which systematizes and reifies a series of intellectual passages which 

take Olmsted back and forth between different academic chambers. Beginning from a 

‘desire to know more of the prevailing ordinary, and generally accepted practice of 

agriculture’ (2002 [1852]: 10), Olmsted diverged into such seemingly unrelated issues as 

the morality of primogeniture, the aesthetic effects of moving water in the landscape, the 

spiritual considerations of church design, and the politics of education. He admitted in 
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his preface that his reader would have no choice but to ‘come into a warm, good-natured, 

broad country kitchen fireside relation with me, and permit me to speak my mind freely, 

and in such language as I can readily command on all sorts of subjects that come my 

way’ (pg. 10). To treat ‘all sorts of subjects’ without seeming superficial or inattentive, 

Olmsted required an amalgamating language, in which all manner of phenomena could 

be brought under a single descriptive system.

 He found such a system, without dwelling too long on the 

theory of it, in an essentially geographic vision. This was very 

close to the vision sketched a century later by Lowenthal in his 

campaign for a landscape-based holistic geography: ‘in their 

range of interests and capacities,’ Lowenthal writes, ‘concrete 

and abstract, academic and practical, analytic and synthetic, 

indoor and outdoor, historical and contemporary, physical and 

social—geographers reflect man generally’ (1961: 242). In the 

same essay, Lowenthal approvingly cites Peattie’s statement that 

‘this treating of cabbages and kings, cathedrals and linguistics, 

trade in oil, or commerce in ideas, makes a congress of 

geographers more or less a Committee on the Universe’ (1940: 

26–27, qtd. in Lowenthal 1961: 242). It is perhaps unsurprising, 

then, that Lowenthal’s interest in the vast descriptive potential offered by landscape 

originated in his early study of George Perkins Marsh, one of Olmsted’s fellow-travellers1 

(Olwig 2003). It is possible, therefore, to weave Olmsted and Marsh together with 

contemporary theorists like Lowenthal or Olwig by way of a shared warp consisting of a 

knowledge-system in which the landscape is socially legible. Such a connection does not, 

as the accusation may be, run roughshod over historical difference with a 

megalomaniacal urge to generalize and reduce; rather, it isolates the centrality of a 

geographical imaginary in drawing together environmental and social observations—a 

generative imagination which, as Daniels describes, ‘is a way of encompassing the 

condition of both the known world and the horizons of possible worlds’ (2011: 183). This 

four-way union of society and environment with diagnosis and design indicates not only 

how Olmsted is related to his historical and intellectual neighbors, but, more to the point 

of this essay, explains how the early Olmsted of 1850 is related to the more famous 

Olmsted of later years.

 It was in under this epistemological regime that Olmsted could use the 

environment a principle route of access to interpreting the English sociocultural 

condition. Walks and Talks cannot be cleaved neatly into ‘human’ and ‘natural’ portions, 
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1 George Perkins Marsh (1801–1882) was a fountainhead of the American environmental 
movement and a close homologue of Olmsted. His 1864 book Man and Nature; or Physical 
Geography as Modified by Human Action represents the stem of the ecological-landscape tradition, 
in the same way that Olmsted’s work represents the stem of the humanistic-landscape tradition.

Thursday, 12 May. A lot to take in at the Hereford 
Green, the kind of place where geography is at its 
best [...] A Romantic park occupying a Civil War 
castle with twenty-first century children running 
through it: physical layers, chronological and 
cultural layers, the nature-ness, the built-ness, and 
the human-ness all incumbent on each other.



as the two run parallel in most places, and in a few places are confluent. Sometimes this 

operated in a Romantic, poetic scheme: in Chester, he noted that ‘the landscape view 

across the river, in the sunset haze, seemed in communion with the minds of the people, 

tranquil and loving’ (2002 [1852]: 173). Elsewhere it operated more with the scopic gaze of 

the surveyor or cartographer: outside of Cheshire he took in ‘a beautiful and harmonious 

combination of hill and dale, with the richest masses of trees, and groups and lines of 

shrubbery, the greenest turf and most picturesque buildings’ alongside the statistical 

hints into ‘the productiveness of the land’ (pg. 195).

 In several cases Olmsted saw the landscape as a repository of the aesthetic values 

surrounding Englishness. These observations are often taken to indicate the first 

manifestations of Olmsted the artist, the man who would go on to become a technically 

skillful landscape architect. He commended the use of ivy on houses, calling it ‘one of 

the most beautiful things God has given us’, and felt that it could be put to great use in 

harmonizing architecture with nature (2002 [1852]: 219). By contrast, Eaton Hall ‘did not, 

as a whole, produce the expected effect of grandeur or sublimity’ upon his opinion, and 

he balked at its expanses of ‘meaningless 

decoration’ (pg. 149). He felt that pompous 

ornamentation such as this obscured the 

generative power of English identity that was 

found in the simplicity of natural, rural forms. Just 

outside of Eaton Olmsted ‘turned off from the 

river a little ways to look at Eccleston, a kind of 

pet village of the marquis, on the border of the 

park and about the prettiest we saw in England, 

though rather too evidently kept up for show’ (pg. 

155). Here again he expressed a disdain for artifice 

and pretense, seeing these as aberrations from an 

organic rootedness in the natural beauty of 

England. ‘There were scarcely any edifices that I 

saw in Europe,’ he complained, ‘that produced in 

me the slightest thrill of such emotion from sublimity as I have often had in 

contemplation of the ocean, or of mountains’ (p. 402). Olmsted’s aesthetic eye was 

attuned to authenticity—the same authenticity which was found in the act of walking—

principally because such an authenticity was seen as the best way to confirm the 

naturally-ordained beauties of the English land, and to reproduce them in the built 

environment.2

nelson 31

2 The Romantic ideal of authenticity as linked to naturalism, aesthetic plainness, and social 
progress is one which Olmsted may have picked up from Rousseau (see Ferrara 1993 for a full 
study of Rousseau’s ethics of authenticity).

Tuesday, 10 May. There is a small right-of-way on the 
bank of the Dee along which I pushed my bike, but 
the owners of Eaton Hall have squeezed it down into 
a barely passable width with fencing and No 
Trespassing signs. I had to photograph Eaton’s 
landscape from between the bars of one such fence; 
amazingly, Eaton is even less friendly to trespassers 
today than it was in 1850.



 Olmsted therefore recognized certain aesthetic features of the land as being 

emblematic of and connected with Englishness generally. Brewer comments that ‘the 

association of Englishness, and then of Britain, with the landscape of the British Isles … 

became firmly riveted to the national imagination’ (1997: 618) during the early years of 

industrialization, and this cosmology of the countryside registered with validity in 

Olmsted’s eyes. Near the beginning of their trip on the Wirral Peninsula, Olmsted gushed 

about what he saw:

an English lane; with hedges, English hedges, hawthorn hedges, all in blossom; 
homely old farm-houses, quaint stables, and haystacks; the old church spire over the 
distant trees; the mild sun beaming through the hum of bees and the crisp grass-
tearing of a silken-skinned, real (unimported) Hereford cow over the hedge. (2002 

[1852]: 99)

Just after this, Olmsted, caught up in the moment, cried out ‘Merrie England! 

Hurrah!’ (p. 100). The way in which hedges and Hereford cows could drive Olmsted into 

such a state of sentimentality that he blurted out the slogan of a mythopoeic English past 

is mirrored historically by the way in which the Council for the Protection of Rural 

England took up the ‘Merrie England’ banner almost seventy years later (Matless 1998). 

In both Olmsted’s and CPRE’s association of English landscapes with the invisible ethic 

of Englishness, they affirm a belief that in 

working the land, a nation inscribes the hallmarks 

of its aesthetic identity—an identity which can 

thereafter be read by the observer in the worked 

land.

 The more interesting of Olmsted’s 

landscape inquiries, however, concern the social 

values comprising Englishness. In such cases it 

becomes is impossible to delaminate Olmsted’s 

political views from his social observations, and 

these observations may be taken to indicate the 

first manifestations of Olmsted the social reformer 

and critic. Touring Chirk Castle, he quickly 

commented on the fine decoration of the hall before asking himself,

Is it right and best that this should be for the very few, the very few of us, when for 
many of the rest of us there must be but bare walls, tile floors and every thing besides 
harshly screaming, scrabble for life? (2002 [1852]: 225)

In places like Chirk Olmsted began to see the landscape of England as a document of the 

tyranny, backwardness, and, above all, economic unproductiveness of an aristocratic 
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Monday, 9 May. The vertical articulation of 
Chester’s landscape is striking. Things are tucked 
above and below, and one side of a wall may be 
forty feet lower than the other. It is well-ordered, 
and quite beautiful, but undeniably hierarchical in 
its metaphors.



system.3 In the impoverished farms occupied by shiftless, unenlightened tenants who 

cared little for improving their holdings, Olmsted saw the hierarchism of Old World 

society encoded into the landscape by way of spatial regimes that snapped the bond of 

pride between laborer and land. Olmsted admitted that in some cases the English system 

led to intense capital improvements that were impossible for smallholders—he 

particularly admired the clay-pipe underdraining that the Marquis of Westminster 

centrally invested on his holdings (pg. 192). These limited grand projects of the 

aristocracy were more than counterbalanced, he believed, by the gross mismanagement 

that was plainly apparent in the landscape of the peasantry.

 Moreover, Olmsted believed the spatial hierarchies produced by British class 

inequality stifled the empathic potential of the élites to understand the social life of their 

country at large. By constructing landscapes which prevented the classes from circulating 

in common and interacting with each other, Olmsted believed that the English social 

structure had used the landscape to promote a physical segregation that would in turn 

entrench mental segregation. At Chirk, he remarked:

It seems certainly that it would be hard for a man whose mind has been mainly 
formed and habited in the midst of this abundance of quiet, and beauty, and 
pleasantness, to rightly understand and judiciously work for the wants of those whose 
‘native air’ is as different from this as is that of another planet. Especially hard must 
it be to look with perfect honesty and appreciating candour upon principles, ideas, 
measures that are utterly discordant with, and threaten to interrupt, this costly 
nursery song to which his philosophy, religion, and habits have been studiously 
harmonized. (2002 [1852]: 226)

When considered next to recent work in psychology suggesting a correlation between 

empathy and both physical and sociocultural proximity (e.g., Mencl and May 2009), 

Olmsted’s observation seems quite prescient. This appearance of a modern social-

scientific insight in Olmsted’s early landscape thinking is no coincidence; as argued in 

Chapter 3, the walking-observing epistemology lay at the productive heart of an 

animating interest in social life that Olmsted embraced throughout his life.

 ‘Environmental determinism’ is effectively a slur word in the modern academy, 

conjuring up both the overambitious, totalizing Humboldtian mode of geography as well 

as the imperialistic and racist strands of bio-supremacism which flourished through the 

nineteenth century. Because of the link, via the work of Ratzel, Haeckel, and the 

eugenics movement, between environmental determinism and genocide, any arguments 

bearing even the slightest resemblance to it have been destined for moral quarantine. 

This automatic exiling of an entire line of thinking, however, limits our ability to think 

critically about how the social-environmental dyad operates and how it has historically 
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been understood to operate, and it simultaneously poisons one of the most basic 

wellsprings of geographic thought. Moreover, it invokes an anachronistic and unfair 

backfilling of contemporary ethics onto the past by assuming that the unsavory elements 

of environmental determinism should have been self-evident. A more dispassionate 

consideration of the historical situatedness of environmental determinism’s rootstock and 

shoots is more useful in depicting how land and people were counterpoised in different 

schemas of understanding. Peet (1993) shows that the development of environmental 

determinism in geography was largely an attempt to hitch a naturalistic-mechanistic 

epistemological legitimacy to an engagement with political reality, while Freilich (1967) 

suggests that the modern ecological view is linked to environmental determinism by a 

common parent in its holistic ambition of unifying the human and natural sciences. By 

showing that environmental determinism was a historically-contingent knowledge-

system, as Peet does, and by recognizing that those knowledge-systems remain active in 

other forms today, as Freilich does, it becomes possible to unpack the thinking involved 

in environmental determinism, and to treat it with a greater plasticity.

 In Olmsted’s twinning of the land and people of England into a single descriptive 

framework there is a fundamental belief in a relationship of society to environment 

which may, in its strong form, be fairly labeled as environmental determinism. This, 

however, fails to appreciate the complexity of the etiological chains which Olmsted 

fashioned in his explanatory devices. I would like to suggest the term environmental 

diagnosticism to refer to the sort of geographic epistemology which Olmsted developed 

during his English trip, and which would remain a major part of his thought throughout 

his life. In an environmental-diagnostic framework, the etiological chain runs from 

society to the landscape, rather than in the opposite direction: a differential comparison 

of landscapes traps and makes visible the invisible social patterns endemic to the people 

living on that land.4 

 Certainly there are cases in which Olmsted can be convicted of unvarnished 

determinism: ‘perhaps the climate may have effect in making the people more habitually 

animated’, he suggested of the English linguistic habit of upwardly-inflecting sentences 

(2002 [1852]: 107). However, a close attention to Olmsted’s etiological arrangements 

reveals cases where determinism and diagnosticism run separate. He guessed that the 

massive hill farms in the Wiltshire Downs were indicative of oligopolistic economic 

organization, a theory which was confirmed when he learned of the low wages there—a 

‘repugnant state of things’, as he saw it (pg. 392). In Salisbury he made an unfavorable 

comparison between the religious landscapes of the ancient Saxons, whom he felt 
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the social patterns of a group of people; the sand to the effects that these social patterns have left 
in the landscape.



translated their nobly primitive culture into uncluttered, sturdy churches, and the 

medieval English, whose top-heavy society, filled with ‘greater wealth and more finical 

taste’, led to the gaudy flourishes of the Salisbury cathedral (pg. 389). He considered field 

under-draining to be one of the ultimate signifiers of progressive society, and felt that the 

presence of under-drains in the landscape was a tell-tale for enlightened leadership; the 

technology’s very presence, he remarked, had ‘saved England from a revolution’ (pg. 216).

 This line of thinking bears obvious marks of Olmsted’s agricultural training, and, in 

reverse, Olmsted’s natural science bears traces of his ethical beliefs. In one seemingly-

technical treatment of a question of apple cultivation, Olmsted hinted at the ways in 

which he read ethics lessons in the science of the natural world. Certain varieties of 

apple tries had, over time, become unproductive and disease-prone; and two camps of 

horticulturalists had proposed explanations for this. The first theory, promoted by 

Thomas Andrew Knight, held that each tree had a certain prescribed life limit, and that 

all descendants of this tree were bound by this, therefore laying the blame on a kind of 

unavoidable old-age senescence. The second, supported by Olmsted’s mentor Andrew 

Jackson Downing amongst others, held that the poor-performing varieties had been 

robbed of their vitality by sickly conditions and injurious climates—or, as Olmsted put it, 

akin to the ‘scrofulous condition of human beings, rather than ... the decrepitude of old 

age’ (2002 [1852]: 286). Olmsted sided with Downing, and added that ‘by judicious 

management, the health, vigour, and profit of a fruit-tree … may be greatly extended … 

and trees which are already failing … may be restored’ (pg. 288). Olmsted sided with 

Downing in this debate, arguing that apple varieties had no inherent disposition towards 

failure, but rather became ill through a feedback loop with unhealthy environments. 

This, he felt, was exactly what was happening in aristocratic England, and was prompted 

to ask whether—

in this nineteenth century of the carpenter’s son, and first of vulgar, whistling, 
snorting, roaring locomotives, new-world steamers, and submarine electric 
telegraphs; penny newspapers, state free-schools, and mechanic’s lyceums, this still 
soft atmosphere of elegant longevity was exactly the most favourable for the 
production of throrough, sound, influential manhood, and especially for the growth 
of the right sort of legislators and lawgivers for the people. (2002 [1852]: 226)

 In each of these cases Olmsted treated landscape as an accessible epiphenomena 

which provided a way of knowing an obscured, abstract subphenomenal layer of 

sociocultural life. The land, then, was interesting to Olmsted insofar as it provided him 

access to a legible record of society; or, in other terms, it was interesting to him as the 

center of geographic epistemological system primarily concerned with the invisible 

aspects of human civilization. This realization, when coupled with the material of the 

preceding chapter, allows a move beyond the theoretical skirmishes involving the 

textuality of landscape: Olmsted did read landscape in a textual fashion, and did so in 

order to construct generalizing, structuralist narratives about the content of Englishness, 

but he did so in concert with, and indeed through the process of, an embodied, 
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intersubjective being-in-the-landscape. This observational shrewdness gave birth to the 

early conjecture for which Olmsted would later become famous: that landscape might be 

used as a lever for driving society.
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5
Cultivating Civilisation

[June 1850.] 
By judicious management, the health, vigour, 
and profit of a fruit-tree, which would 
otherwise, after a certain time, pine away and 
die, may be greatly extended, if not made 
permanent; and trees which are already failing 
from decrepitude and disease, may be 
restored. On the other hand, if trees are 
planted in unhealthy positions, insufficiently 
supplied with those materials that are 
necessary to the formation of strong, compact 
wood; if they are cruelly mutilated, crowded 
too close together, &c., they will not only be 
feeble and unproductive, but will be 
particularly liable to the attacks of vermin, 
disease, and parasites, and, in their weak 
condition, will soon yield their life to these 
enemies. (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 288)

Monday, May 16th 2011.
I spent about three hours midday in 
Winchester, and I liked it better than almost 
any other city I’ve been in so far. In my time 
there, though, I didn’t have the chance to 
actually speak to anyone—yet still I had a 
feeling that civilization was doing well here. 
So how had I come to that conclusion; could 
it possibly be anywhere near accurate given 
my very unscientific crumb of data? It 
reminded me that humans still have a sense, 
probably retained from the time when we 
needed to choose ecologically profitable 
habitats, of determining the goodness of a 
place, and by extension its people, just by the 
look of it—by the landscape. And while this 
method may be unscientific I do not believe 
that it is useless.

 

 In June 1846, Olmsted wrote to his friend Frederick Kingsbury to express his 

growing interest in taking up a serious effort in service of social reform. He told 

Kingsbury in no uncertain terms that he hoped to hitch his life to the grand arc of 

human progress: ‘I want to make myself useful to the world,’ he wrote, ‘to make happy—

to help to advance the condition of Society and hasten the preparation for the 

Millennium’ (1977: 243). At this time in his life, Olmsted was surrounded by the eager 

young theologians, natural scientists, and writers of his brother’s circle at Yale, and he 

was absorbing their heady talk about a course of American destiny which combined 

political, social, and spiritual emancipation into a single phraseology. When he found 

himself in England four years later, this same spirit still ran hot in Olmsted’s veins. When 

he looked at the English landscape for clues about the nature of English civilization, he 

juxtaposed his findings against the realities—and, more crucially, the aspirations and the 

myths—of American civilization. From this, Olmsted began to work through the 

possibility that, if the landscape revealed the invisible aspects of society, it might also 

perhaps mold those aspects, and so he began to conceive that his social ideals could be 

effected through environmental expressions. He thereby fashioned from the geographical 
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knowing described in the previous chapter the rudiments of a geographical doing—or 

what Benton MacKaye,1 borrowing from Patrick Geddes, calls ‘geotechnics’ (MacKaye 

1968).

 Many historical accounts of Olmsted treat his early life and work, and indeed his 

larger body of social criticism, as an ornament to his landscape designs, orienting these 

expressions around the central frame of his parks legacy. Such narratives take the form 

isn’t it interesting that this important park designer also happened to be a travel writer and 

social reformer? These accounts commit the historical fallacy of assuming that Olmsted’s 

most visible and most celebrated works were inevitable and immanent features of his 

biographical narrative. By looking at 1850, a clearer picture of Olmsted’s first-order 

thinking emerges, a picture in which the inchoate ideas of park planning are swirling 

around his mind as part of a broader, synthesized concern with the nature of human 

civilization and its habitations. In England, Olmsted had no idea whatsoever that seven 

years later he would serendipitously fall into a career as a landscape architect, and yet his 

thoughts about the social-environmental dyad were already well-formed and arrayed for 

public consumption. This suggests an inversion of the conventional historical narrative: 

isn’t it interesting that this important travel writer and social reformer happened to choose 

park design as his expressive mode? 

 Olmsted’s ideas about society were shaped in the years leading up to 1850 by a 

number of thinkers who either advocated American exceptionalism themselves, or else 

who had been read and invoked as raw sources for it. The Transcendentalist movement, 

the first genuinely American philosophical and literary movement, was in full force at this 

time, and from it sprang a belief in a teleological progress which combined the 

environmental possibilities of the North American continent with the social possibilities 

of a nation of democratic freeholders. Olmsted’s literary career brought him into 

association with the Transcendentalist school, and in 1858 he approvingly quoted 

Emerson’s statement that public gardens would ‘make the land dear to the citizens, and 

inflame patriotism’ as the epigraph to his and Vaux’s design submission for the Central 

Park competition (Olmsted 1981: 63). Olmsted, like the Transcendentalists, was 

influenced by Thomas Carlyle, and in 1846 admitted to his father after reading Sartor 

Resartus that his unbounded enthusiasm for the book left him open to accusations of 

being an ‘insane cloud dwelling Transcendentalist’ (1977: 272). He also read Ruskin, from 

whom he drew a connection between aesthetics and socialism; and Mill, from who he 

drew a belief in the efficacy of rational political economy. These writers injected into 

Olmsted a renewed sense of the urgency of reform, and he started closely following the 
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political fights waged by the liberal-intellectual milieux of clergymen, authors, and 

philanthropists which was lodging itself in place as New England’s cultural-grandee class. 

A battle over free high school education in Hartford in 1847 indicated where Olmsted’s 

sympathies lay: ‘a tremendous triumph of the clergy and sans-culottes,’ he gushed; ‘a 

most glorious and happy union. I was with them heart & soul. Down with the Aristocrats! 

Up with the rags and hearts!’ (1977: 291). 

 By the middle of the nineteenth century, the social and political aspirations of 

American progress had already begun to coalesce in a discrete geographic articulation. 

Leo Marx calls this dream the ‘machine in the garden’ concept, in which antebellum 

Americans envisioned a millennial utopia situated in ‘a society of the middle landscape, a 

rural nation exhibiting a happy balance of art and nature’ (1964: 226). This idea had 

already been sketched out by earlier writers such as Crevecœur and Jefferson, but it was 

only with the centrifugal and centripetal forces of economic change that a large 

movement of intellectuals began to realize that political choices, not just cosmic 

predestination, would be necessary to fulfill the nation’s emancipatory promise. Slavery, 

too, had prompted a national debate over whose regional geographic forms would be used 

as the model in the new territories of the west. Olmsted therefore understood the issues 

facing the nation as geographically bounded ones: his New England communitarian 

landscape was under threat from a ‘triple frontier’: slavery in the South, barbarism in the 

West, and misery in the industrial city (Beveridge 1995: 211).

 Travelling in England furnished Olmsted a comparative perspective which in turn 

caused him to strengthen his partisan affiliation with democratic politics. His English 

experience therefore sharpened the resolution of his social and political consciousness, 

and forced him to think critically about attitudes which he had previously felt mostly in 

his gut. Shocked by the immiserated state of the rural poor, he wrote that his brother 

‘should hardly feel justified in dissuading them from using violent and anarchical means 

to bring down to themselves a share of the opportunities and comforts of those ‘higher 

classes’ ’ (2002 [1852]: 72). It was not the first time that Olmsted had vocalized his support 

for violent revolution. Watching the European revolutions of 1848 unfold from afar, he 

wrote breathlessly to Brace:
I think that scene in the Deputies, with those bold presaging words—the voice of 
Divine decree as it were—that low, calm voice, to be for the next twelve-months the 
nightmare of all tyrants—It is too late. I think it will stand as about the most 
impressive scene in History. [...] Hear it, Nicholas! Hear it, Metternich! Hear it Irish 
landlords! Hear it Scotch lairds and English hunters. Hear it Slaveholding sons of 
America and prepare to meet—or avert—your fate. (Whoop!) I wish I was a German 
now. I wouldn’t stay here long. I am going to join the European Vigilance Committee. 
Hurrah for a General  War—only a short one. I only wish now Henry Clay was 
President or Daniel Webster or any statesman. [...] I really revel in a Righteous War. 
As it is, I don’t see as you and I can do much but pray & praise—and burn tar barrels 
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and hurrah. [...] I congratulate you on the Republic! God bless Lamartine! Stoned 
from under, House of Lords! (1977: 316-317)

These were radical sentiments in 1848, particularly so for the son of a bourgeois 

merchant. Yet they indicate the sharp political acuity which Olmsted brought with him to 

England, and explain why he tended to find many features of the English landscape 

cumbersome, undemocratic, and oppressive. His commentary on hedgerows offers a 

metaphor: ‘though they add much beauty to the landscape,’ he wrote, on closer 

inspection they appeared ‘ill-trimmed, irregular, and apparently insecure’—symbols of the 

fecklessness engendered by aristocratic society. He may have celebrated the poetic and 

historical beauty of the countryside at-large, but in the end his political views prevented 

him from endorsing the English typology. 

 He did, however, find examples in the land that filled him 

with encouragement. The most notable of these came during his 

visit to Birkenhead Park. The entire Birkenhead suburb, built 

according to the design of Gillespie Graham, struck Olmsted as 

oasis in which the class rivalries that scarred England had been 

suspended. ‘Five minutes of admiration, and a few more spent in 

studying the manner in which art had been employed to obtain 

from nature so much beauty,’ he wrote, ‘and I was ready to admit 

that in democratic America there was nothing to be thought of 

as comparable with this People’s Garden’ (Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 

91, Thornton n.d.). While Olmsted was impressed with the park’s 

serpentine walks and artful treatments of vistas, he reserved his 

highest praise for its politics:
I was glad to observe that the privileges of the garden were 
enjoyed about equally by all classes. [...] The poorest British 

peasant is as free to enjoy it in all its parts as the British queen. More than that, the 
tbaker of Birkenhead has the pride of an owner in it. Is it not a grand good thing? 
(pg. 92–93)

Such democratic promise and aesthetic harmony situated just across the Mersey from 

urban squalor and inequality led Olmsted to call Birkenhead ‘the only town I ever saw 

that has been really built at all in accordance with the advanced science, taste, and 

enterprising spirit that are supposed to distinguish the nineteenth century’ (pg. 95). The 

visit to Birkenhead has become the best-known stop on Olmsted’s trip, as it so obviously 

dovetails with his later work. Yet here again it is important to remember that Olmsted and 

Birkenhead in 1850 was not looking for hints on park design.2 Instead he was looking for 

ways in which civilization could be nudged in his chosen channel of progress—and 

Birkenhead suggested a promising way in which this could be done.
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Tuesday, 10 May. Riding through the English 
countryside is always good for my opining of 
England generally, and gives me time to think 
about why rurality did and does exert such a strong 
pull over the geography of Utopia—of course there 
is a purely aesthetic component to it, but I think a 
deep part of what we call the thirst for political and 
social equality emanates from a desire for 
abundance and community, and these things 
remain fastened in our minds to a kind of rurality 
which is scrubbed of its toilsome features.



 Instead of deracinating the Birkenhead visit through an anachronistic promotion of 

what seems most interesting given a totalizing view of Olmsted’s life, it is more 

interesting to situate the Birkenhead technique of social improvement next to the other 

techniques which Olmsted endorsed in 1850, some geotechnical, others not. One marked 

difference between England and the United States was the presence of an ancient, 

established Church, and for Olmsted, whose adolescence had been spent wrestling with 

theological questions, this provided a way of testing the effect of religious belief on social 

life. Speaking to farmers and coming away shocked at their ignorance and fealty of 

opinion, Olmsted came to believe that conservative power of the Church in England 

strangled the ability of commoners to think with the kind of moral apparatus required of 

democratic citizens. He was horrified to find an educated gentleman ‘advocate the idea 

that all the education the common people needed was so much as would enable them to 

read their Bible, prayer-book, and catechism’ (2002 [1852]: 109).

 Olmsted’s own religious beliefs were energetically independent: he wrote in 1846 

that he found ministers to be ‘conceited, dogmatical, narrow minded, misanthropic, petty 

mind tyrants’ and swore himself to ‘find Truth and be governed by it ... with the light God 

is pleased to give me’ (1977: 276). His beliefs were, however, shaped by the teachings of 

the preacher Horace Bushnell, whose theory of ‘unconscious influence’, in which 

language and social interaction gradually mortared a bond of duty and freedom between 

individuals and dissolved error and sin, lay at the very core of Olmsted’s ethics. Menard 

(2010) argues that Bushnell instilled in Olmsted a belief in the power of élite action 

married to a hope for a general democratic uplifting through the cultivation of vigorous 

republican values. Olmsted added to this a teleological belief that landscapes guided this 

moral cultivation. On churches, he advised: ‘Stick to simplicity, beware of enfeebling ... 

strong features by childish ornaments and babyhouse appendages’ (2002 [1852]: 389). 

Fittingly enough, this transliteration of moral influence into landscape was also echoed in 

the Stranger’s Guide to Birkenhead Park, from which Olmsted quoted: ‘Here nature may 

be viewed in her loveliest garb, the most obdurate heart may be softened, and the mind 

gently led to pursuits which refine, purify, and alleviate the humblest of the toil-

worn’ (2002 [1852]: 94, footnote).

 The care of prisoners offered one theme through which Olmsted could describe his 

theory of cultivating civilized life. On a visit to the Pentonville model prison, Olmsted was 

impressed by the improved conditions of incarcerations but was struck by the jarring 

difference between the care which the county offered to its prisoners and that which it 

offered its idle poor. ‘So absurd seems all this scientific care for the well-being—physical, 

mental, and moral—of these miserable transgressors,’ he observed, ‘contrasted with the 

studied neglect, justified and made praiseworthy by strictly economical and religious 

reasoning, of the unoffending poor.’ (2002 [1852]: 306). Here echoes almost exactly the 

despair of William Cobbett, who noted
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we hear of the efforts [of reformers] to improve the situation of felons in the gaols; 
but never, no never, do we catch them ejaculating one single pious sigh for those 
innumerable sufferers, who are doomed to become felons or waste their bodies away 
by hunger. (2001 [1830]: 242)

Criminality, Olmsted believed, was not the sole social cancer which the state had a 

responsibility to ameliorate; rather, the proper remit of a modern society included a 

concern for the general welfare of all its citizens in order to promote the potential of 

humanity. ‘Shall we henceforth do battle with Criminals or with Crime?’ he begged his 

readers, proposing that crime was merely an epiphenomenon of a social decay that 

affected all people (pg. 213). Like his advice on orchard care, his politics refused to 

tender the concept of innate evil, instead affirming the extensibility of human potential 

when freed from the boundedness imposed upon it by unhealthy enviro–social situations.

 This emphasis on renewal and cultivation, metaphorically coincident with his 

landscape and agricultural epistemology, led Olmsted into communitarian, republican 

line of thinking about progress.. Here Olmsted parted company somewhat from his 

revolutionary fellow travellers: he did not believe that individuals could automatically be 

matriculated into the ranks of a progressive society simply by removing their physical and 

mental shackles. Rather, their aptitude and capacity for engaging with the habits of 

democracy had to be nurtured and stimulated by the guiding hand of wise stewardship.3 

In Olmsted’s cosmology, the garden of society required an enlightened horticulturist:  
Our first duty is that which is the first duty of every man for himself—improvement, 
restoration, regeneration. By every consideration of justice, by every noble instinct, 
we are bound to make it our highest and chiefest objective to restore them, not the 
liberty first, but—the capacity for liberty—for exercising the duties of the liberty—
which is their natural right. ... Is this not our American doctrine in its only consistent 
extension? We govern in trust only for another, and a part of our trust is the 
restoration of the right-ful owner by helping him towards that sound and well-
informed mind and intelligent judgment that makes him truly free and independent. 
(2002 [1852]: 355)

Such a belief cast Olmsted in with the theory of democratic republicanism, and 

demonstrates that he had a well-developed social-theoretical standpoint on which to base 

his later work. His belief in the efficacy of taste and design to improve society echoed 

that of the Earl of Shaftesbury’s sentiment that 
nothing is so improving, nothing so natural, so congenial to the liberal Arts, as that 
reigning Liberty and high Spirit of a People, which from the Habit of judging in the 
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highest Matters for themselves, makes ’em freely judg of other Subjects, and enter 
thorowly into the Characters as well of Men and Manners. (2002 [1711]: 247)

If Olmsted can be traced backwards to theorists like Shaftesbury, he can be traced 

forward, as well: his emphasis on the ability of democratic citizens to work coöperatively 

when given a dignity of equality foreshadows the ‘communicative action’ hypothesis of 

Jürgen Habermas (1987 [1981]).

 It was also in England that Olmsted, the ‘American farmer’, began to turn his eye 

towards the problems and possibilities of urban life. In 1850, Olmsted was still very much  

a philosophical ruralist, and in the introduction to second volume of Walks and Talks he 

instructed his readers that they would find a book ‘almost entirely descriptive of rustic 

and rural matters ... with such observations upon them as a young democratic farmer 

would naturally make’ (2002 [1852]: 251). His accumulating eye, however, could not help 

but take note of the way in which England, as the standard-bearer of the Industrial 

Revolution, was furiously sucking its population out of the countryside and concentrating 

it in cities. Very often he was appalled by what he saw, and saw urban poverty as the 

equivalent of black slavery in America. At the same time, he picked out instances where 

sturdy rural values had been married to the cosmopolitan dynamism and technical 

wizardry of the city. He admired the system of garbage chutes that kept Liverpool’s 

marketplaces clean, and began to see the possibilities of centralized state administration: 

‘the rules for those who use it, are excellent to secure healthy condition of food, 

neatness, order, and fair play and they are strictly enforced.’ Such a planned system was, 

he felt, ‘an honour to Liverpool’ (pg. 70).

 In the possibilities exemplified by garbage chutes and 

market administration, Olmsted started to imagine how to 

square the circle between the modern metropolis and the 

republican village. Olmsted helped to give birth to the idea 

that cities, through rational management and enlightened 

design, could be made to take on the aesthetic, social, and 

spiritual values of rurality. In his 1888 utopian novel Looking 

Backward, Edward Bellamy offered a glimpse at the future 

such geotechnics might bring in the shape of an imagined 

‘glorious new Boston’ of the year 2000, ‘with its domes and 

pinnacles, its gardens and fountains, and its universal reign of 

comfort’ (2007 [1888]: 180).  Bellamy, who was writing during 

the climax of Olmsted’s influence on American futurism, 

described social perfectionism in essentially Olmstedian 

terms: a landscape utopia of rus in urbs in which enabled equality through design. The 

popularity of Bellamy’s book confirmed the power which Olmsted’s ideal held over 

reforming Americans by the end of his life. These American ideals, as is evident in Walks 

and Talks, began their course as ruminations about England.
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Monday, 9 May. Olmsted hurried out of Liverpool 
quickly enough, but Liverpool today—where central 
government has recently dumped money in a 
‘regeneration’ project—bears plenty of traces of his 
influence. The idea that the state deserves a heavy 
influence in administering the morphology of the city 
is an idea which Olmsted helped to build, though in 
1850 he professed more of a concern in sail 
trimming.



 Blodgett (1976) argues that Olmsted eventually embraced a program of 

‘conservative reform’ trapped between the fading possibilitiy of democratic agrarianism 

and the upcoming radicalism of working-class socialism. Such a view back-dates too 

many contemporary political schemas onto Olmsted’s time, and ignores the striking 

futurism of Olmsted’s plans for cultivating civilization. He visited the North American 

Phalanx, a Fourierist commune in New Jersey, in 1852, and raved over what he saw. He 

felt the socialists had found a way to vastly improve economics and organization; and, 

best, of all, had found a way of realizing his improving ethic: ‘Put a common-place man 

… into such circumstances,’ he wrote to Brace, ‘and it looks to me every way probable 

that he would be greatly elevated—be made a new man in a few years’ (1977: 377). 

Olmsted’s attachment to Fourierism makes it even easier to arrange Olmsted’s work in a 

tradition of American utopian progress that includes not only the North American 

Phalanx and Bellamy but also the twentieth-century Walden Two utopia of B. F. Skinner 

(2005 [1948]). It was in this tradition that Olmsted articulated a republican socialism 

which was influenced by contemporary thought but ultimately unique enough to earn 

him a place as a thoughtful social designer of his own: the American course of 

civilisation, he professed, should emerge dialectically out of the contradictions of the old 

world; or, as he metaphorically put it in a June dispatch to the Hartford Daily Courant,
The throne is the central tower of the old feudal castle they have had the misfortune 
to inherit from our ancestors. The less imposing and ostensible outworks in which its 
real strength consists, must be quietly and conservatively removed, and used for the 
foundations of a new edifice, better adapted to cope with the moral and intellectual 
engines of modern warfare, more appropriate and more convenient to modern and 
more enlightened life. When the new structure now rising incongruously among and 
out of the tottering bastions and crumbling buttresses, and which even now betrays 
its simple Republican style over the old battlements, shall be sufficiently complete 
and tried to sustain the shock, the old Royal stronghold may be expected to fall.4  
(1977: 346)

In 1850, Olmsted had not settled on exactly how to bring about this state of affairs—

writing, administration, farming, and other disciplines all appealed to him.5 But it was in 

England that he first began to imagine that landscape might serve his purposes.
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4 To this startlingly Hegelian–Marxian prediction of the inevitability of republican triumph was 
annexed a forecast which did not come to pass: ‘Possibly when the present notable house-wife 
leaves’ the throne, he hoped, ‘its empty honors may be resigned peaceably and happily to 
inevitable fate’ (1977: 346).

5 This unsettledness continued through Olmsted’s life, and it was not until late in his life that he 
finally decided that his official profession lay in the nascent field of ‘landscape architecture’. His 
work on the United States Sanitary Commission, his advocacy for slave rehabilitation, and his 
superintendency of a Californian mining concern all represented alternative methods to park 
design through which Olmsted felt that he might realize his vision of society.
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Conclusion: The Journey Completed

[June 1850.] 
And between an aristocratical government and 
society, with all its dignities, and amenities, 
and refinements, and a democracy with all its 
dangers, and annoyances, and humiliations, I 
do not believe that any man that has had fair 
observation of our two countries, and who is 
not utterly faithless in God and man, a 
thorough coward, or whose judgment is not 
shamefully warped by prejudice, habit, or 
selfishness, can hesitate a moment. I think 
that few Englishmen, few even of the English 
nobility, and no English statesmen, would 
advise us to return to their system. I think that 
most of them would be sorry to believe that 
England herself would fail of being a 
democratic nation a hundred years hence. 
(Olmsted 2002 [1852]: 227)

Saturday, May 14th 2011.
Something about the lakeside park at 
Warminster reminded me of a middling 
American landscape more than any place I’ve 
seen in England. The gazebo, the 
unpretentious facilities building, the young 
mother disinterestedly pushing a stroller, the 
asphalt—I could have been tricked into 
thinking I was sitting in any one of the 
thousands of small-town civic recreation areas 
sprinkled across the United States. But jump 
back onto the high street and the hoax is 
revealed. It is given away by the particularly 
English building materials and architectural 
styles, but ultimately it is a different lifeworld, 
and I think Olmsted, realizing this, 
strengthened his American exceptionalism, as 
perhaps I have done as well.

 

 Walks and Talks concludes as the group takes view of St. Paul’s, and, ironically for a 

book dedicated to farmers and farming, ends by calling London ‘what we were looking 

for’ (2002 [1852]: 430). Olmsted went on to travel in the Midlands, Scotland, Ireland, and, 

briefly, on the continent, though little record of these travels remain.1 Frederick and John 

left Glasgow on 6 October aboard the City of Glasgow, leaving Brace to continue an 

extended journey in Central Europe alone (Roper 1973: 75). He returned to farming, but 

found himself even more restless after the journey abroad, and even more concerned 

about the future of his nation. He wrote to Brace soon after arriving home to complain 

that ‘the common people are ill natured, desperately selfish and incapable of friendship 

of more than words. Not so beastly and stupid as the English but more crafty and 

hypocritical’ (1977: 358–359). The trip had widened Olmsted’s geographic and intellectual 

ambit, but it had soured his ability to be happy in an ordinary life; increasingly he found 

himself desperate to direct the swift changes buffeting the nation.

 As this essay has suggested, considering the young Olmsted of 1850 without 

anachronistically backfilling his later exploits onto his early ambitions is a rewarding 
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1 Olmsted makes a brief reference to Germany in his guide to future travellers, suggesting it to be 
‘much cheaper, and in many respects more agreeable’ than England, and approving strongly of the 
rural Germans’ ‘spirit longing for liberty and universal affection for his country’ (2002 [1852]: 454–

455). Although he wrote almost nothing of this part of the trip, the effect of the Germans on him 
was noticeable; he wrote to Downing in November that he had ‘enjoyed the social out door life, 
and the frequent approaches to realizations of your ideal village’ (1977: 363). 



study for the way in which it provides access to the Olmsted’s general intellectual state at 

the time of the trip, and, by the transitive property, to the cultural milieux of both New 

England and England from which he drew his ideas. Summarizing Olmsted’s travel in 

light of his biographic arc, Hall writes that ‘as an idealistic young American in England, 

rooted in New England transcendentalism and the practical possibilities he saw in 

scientific agriculture, Olmsted began to envision the possibilities of shaping and tending 

the earth not just for its agricultural benefits and scenic potential, but for the betterment 

of society’ (1995: 34). Indeed, the English journey was a watershed moment in Olmsted’s 

life that forced him to crystallize his previously inchoate thinking about aesthetics, 

politics, and humanity, and to direct these thoughts towards an operable philosophy that 

linked diagnosis and design with society and the land in a four-way cross.

 Conventional history, however, leaves out major elements crucial to fully 

understanding Olmsted’s trip. Through the disciplinary emphases of modern geography 

and landscape studies, I have tried to map several of the geographic features of Olmsted’s 

trip. The first of these is the trip’s location in a nineteenth-century transatlantic 

geography of cultural genealogy and intellectual discourse. The second is the importance 

of a pedestrian ontology in conceiving of an embodied, more-than-representational 

transit through the English land—yet one which in its search for totalities destabilizes 

the contemporary opposition between knowing and doing. The third is Olmsted’s use of a 

geographic epistemology of accumulation to produce a social legibility in the landscape, 

which allowed him to deduce the character of English culture through environmental 

telltales. And the last is the social-theoretical underpinning of Olmsted’s early 

geotechnical belief in fashioning a futuristic vision through design. Each of these 

features is intended to be historically agnostic of the knowledge that Olmsted would go 

on in life to become a major park designer, and each link to each other in their invocation 

of landscapes as cultural and historical orienting flags of the first order. Just as Olmsted 

himself did not know in 1850 what lay in his future, but did know that he wished to 

exercise influence in a progressive capacity, this essay suggests that the elements of a 

social landscape thinking were in their formative stages during the English trip, but that 

these could have expressed themselves in many ways. Only chance, not immanent 

determinism, dictated his eventual mode of expression. As such, Olmsted is best 

considered as an intellectual first, and a landscape designer second.

 My own journey was completed by an unassuming rail trip from Oxford to 

Nottingham, closing the physical circle but opening up the Ouroboros of American-in-

England 2011 looping back to American-in-England 1850. At that point, memories, field 

sites, and archives began to merge; Olmsted’s notes, his book, my notes, my essay—each 

distinct layers, but, as with sedimentary layers, each layer’s contours visible in its 

neighbors, accumulated into the same physical or metaphorical landscape.
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