
BLIND TO ORDER?
Any fool with a shovel and an eye for a straight line 
can create order. It takes a good gardener to appreciate 
order where none is apparent. 

he human psyche readily recognizes order in straight 
lines and grids, in fixed-radius curves, in symmetry and 
uniformity. !e capacity to impose order is equated with 

the power to control, and the ability to maintain order is valued 
as a confirmation of dominance. Together these tendencies 

result in an approach to landscape design and gardening that 
typically values the static over the dynamic and the predictable 
over the unpredictable. Design narratives are often equally 
risk-averse and a-contextual, derived from practiced ideologies 
rather than drawn from the contradictory nature of place. !e 
unfortunate effect is that instead of revealing inherent order, 
design too frequently conceals it. We become blind to order.

In scientific contexts, where both the order and the 
immense complexity of dynamic natural systems are givens, 
the word ‘chaos’ is associated with the difficulty of predicting 
long-term future behavior rather than with an absence of order. 
In popular contexts, on the other hand, chaos denotes a state of 
confusion and absence of order. In actuality, chaos describes the 

point at which our powers of observation fail to recognize the 
underlying order and our intellect fails to accept the unseen. 

Art is no stranger to the complexity of obscure order, 
accepted on faith and celebrated for its beautiful influence. In  
reaction to the homogenizing effects of standardized design 
and culture, a growing global aesthetic elevates the irregular and  
the spontaneous. In the landscape, patinated elements whose  
aura is derived from associated character or has developed from  
unscripted interaction are increasingly in fashion — largely 
because they embody process. 

THE APPEARANCE 
OF ACCIDENT
In the garden, the idea of working synergistically with the 
partly unpredictable nature of complex systems isn’t new, but 
it is timely. We’re growing nearer to accepting that an approach 
to design and management dedicated to complete control is not  
only expensive and impractical: in terms of global resource 
management, it is unsupportable. The visionary English 
gardener William Robinson (1838–1935) sensed this more  
than a century ago. His groundbreaking work, !e Wild Garden 
(1870), introduced the concept of managed wildness in 
designed landscapes, and promoted an aesthetic embracing 
patterns that result from dynamic interaction.1 !ough this 
aesthetic is increasingly evident in modern landscapes from 
Chicago’s Millennium Park to New York’s High Line, Robinson 
was running contrary to the ordered formality of his Victorian 
era. After searching for the perfect epigram to open !e Wild 
Garden, he settled on the following words from Sydney Smith 
(1771–1845), an Oxford-educated Anglican minister and 
moral philosopher celebrated for his wit and wisdom:

I went to stay at a very grand and beautiful place in the country 
where the grounds are said to be laid out with consummate 
taste. For the first three or four days I was enchanted. It seemed 
so much better than nature that I began to wish the earth had 
been laid out according to the latest principles of improvement. 
In three days’ time I was tired to death; a thistle, a heap of dead 
bushes, anything that wore the appearance of accident and 
want of intention was quite a relief. I used to escape from the 
made grounds and walk upon the adjacent goose common, 
where the cart ruts, gravel pits, bumps, coarse ungentlemanlike 
grass, and all the varieties produced by neglect were a thousand 
times more gratifying.

In one deceptively complex paragraph Smith rejects the ordered 
superficiality of the “made grounds” and opts for the intrigue 
of the utilitarian landscape. Functional but not beautiful in 
any formal sense, it’s a place where diversity is inadvertently 
conserved by neglect. Smith has an eye for the beauty of  

process, and an imagination provoked by the subtler order that 
is preserved by want of intention. He writes not of accident but 
of the appearance of accident, knowing full well that the order 
of this landscape is rich by chance. 

THE ACCIDENTAL 
LANDSCAPE

/RICK DARKE
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 Figure 1/ Locally indigenous waterlilies float on the reflective surface of a century-old impoundment built for cranberry production 
at Whitesbog, near the center of what is now the New Jersey Pinelands National Reserve.

 Figure 2/ Cranberry production at Whitesbog, c. 1920. 
Image courtesy Whitesbog Preservation Trust.

 Figure 4/ The arrangement of grasses and shrubs reflects 
the site’s hydrology.

 Figure 3/ Waterlilies, rushes, blueberries, and pines 
ordered by hydrology.
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!is essay employs a non-linear assemblage of images  
to provoke inquiry and point to the beautiful, meaningful, 
functional character of places where order is superficially 
masked by apparent disorder, disarray, dishevelment, messiness,  
or other characteristics antithetical to neatness and simplicity.  
Like most accidents, these so-called accidental landscapes are 
anything but accidental. !ough inadvertent, unintentional, 
and unexpected, they are the authentic results of myriad 
interactions within complex cultural-ecological systems. 
Accidental landscapes are rich with intrigue and possibility 
because they are full of chance. !ey are rich with diversity  
because they harbor the autonomy that sustains ever-evolving  
life. !e accidental landscape is worthy of observation because  
it has so much to teach good gardeners about the intentional 
preservation of living process.

uch accidental order is evident in the area surrounding 
Whitesbog village, near Browns Mills in the heart 
of the New Jersey pine barrens [Figures 1–4]. Now 

largely protected by the Pinelands National Reserve, the 
million-acre region was originally referred to as a ‘barrens’ 
because its acid, sandy conditions were unsuited to traditional  
upland agriculture. Despite this, the indigenous plant and 
animal diversity is so unique that the Pinelands has been 
recognized as an International Biosphere Reserve. 

Beyond the pitch pines and the buildings, the 
landscape is organized into clearly de"ned areas bordered 
by sand roads [Figure 2]. #e lighter areas are cranberry 
bogs and the darker areas are impoundments of water used 
for wet-harvesting the berries in early autumn. In the early 
twentieth century, J. J. White’s operation was one of the 
largest cranberry and blueberry producers in the state. #e 
village has since become an historic site within Brendan T. 
Byrne State Forest, and many of the oldest bogs are out of 

production. #ese derelict bogs and impoundments have 
inadvertently become some of the best places to observe a 
great diversity of indigenous pine barrens $ora and fauna. 
Remnant landforms created by century-old agricultural 
engineering now present huge areas of open and edge 
habitat, especially along dike roads and the margins of 
impoundments. #e linear patterns of vegetation evident 
in Figures 3 and 4 illustrate this. In Figure 3, shallow open 
water in the foreground is populated by the white fragrant 
waterlily, Nymphaea odorata. From mid-ground to far edge 
the water becomes more shallow, and soft rush, Juncus 
e!usus, dominates. A hedge-like line of highbush blueberry 
shrubs occupies the moist but not inundated far edge. #e 
forest of pitch pines, Pinus rigida, begins just beyond the 
moist edge, on higher dry sandy ground. #e order of the 
vegetation is primarily the result of the varied yet ordered 
hydrology created by previous agricultural use. Similarly, 
Figure 4 shows the narrow strip adjacent to the dike road  
populated by moisture-tolerant staggerbush, Lyonia mariana 
(orange-red), and sweet pepperbush, Clethra alnifolia (yellow), 
near the wet edge, and drought-tolerant little bluestem, 
Schizachyrium scoparium, along the dry edge of the road. #e 
pattern in Figure 1 might appear random; however, the 
water in the foreground is shallow enough to provide ideal 
conditions for the waterlilies, whereas the water beyond is 
too deep. #e density of the waterlilies is ordered by the  
depth of the water. #ough the order can be traced to common  
origin, the materials and meaning of this landscape have 
evolved with time and process. From the perspective of a 
gardener or an artist, the Monet-like drifts of waterlilies 
are beautiful and desirable. To a cranberry grower intent 
on keeping impoundments clear and functional, they are 
merely weeds capable of clogging the system. Whitesbog’s 
unintentional gardens, evolved from utility, illustrate the 
principles advocated by William Robinson. •

In 1885 William Robinson purchased Gravetye Manor built 
in the sixteenth century by a local iron-maker [Figure 5]. 
Surrounded by extensive West Sussex forests, farmland, and 
meadows, the estate provided Robinson the opportunity to  
experiment with his wild gardening concepts. Though his 
gardens at Gravetye included formal elements nearest the 
manor, Robinson’s successful naturalization of diverse native  
and exotic species has proved to be his most original and enduring  
work. Robinson was comfortable establishing populations 
of plants he believed were adapted to local conditions, then 
intervening only as deemed necessary in the processes he’d set in  
motion. Many of his plantings survive more than a century later. 

A number of plein air artists painted Gravetye at 
Robinson’s invitation. Among them, Henry Moon (1857–1905)  
devoted his attention to working landscapes and wilder parts 
of the estate. His Evening Light !rough Warrens Wood (1903) 
[Figure 7], celebrates the accidental landscape, depicting 
Robinson’s naturalized daffodils while allowing cart ruts to 
take center stage. Near the end of his life Robinson reflected 
on his work, writing:

As to the origin of my ideas of the Wild Garden, I think they 
first occurred to me along the banks of the Southern Railway 
between East Grinstead and West Hoathly. Sometimes when I 
went through the station I had a pocketful of seeds or some bush 

or plant which I used to scatter about, usually forgetting all about 
them afterwards but most certainly they all came up again. 

!e Bluebell Railway still runs historic steam locomotives on 
this route, and on a recent journey I couldn’t resist wondering, 
as I looked out the window, whether any of the wildflowers 
growing in the accidental landscape adjacent to the tracks 
could be traced to William Robinson’s pockets [Figure 6]. 

In 2003, exactly a century after Moon’s painting at 
Gravetye, New Jersey artist Michael Doyle painted a different 
accidental landscape [Figure 8]. Doyle’s scene owes its origin to  
a power line right-of-way, opened and maintained to safeguard  
the high voltage transmission lines. Such clearings create edge  
habitat that is colonized by opportunistic vegetation and animals,  
both indigenous and introduced. It’s doubtful that the utility 
company would anticipate that the clearing, the resultant 
vegetation, and the architecture of the transmission towers would  
create a composition worthy of being painted by someone with 
the eye to recognize its unintentional beauty and meaning.

Doyle’s painting demonstrates a modern sensibility, 
celebrating what now comprises rural character despite the 
powerful presence of the tower. Like Moon, Doyle does not 
attempt to hide the utilitarian aspects of the landscape, or to 
mask evidence of machinery. In both paintings, utilitarian  
activity introduces elements that create readily apparent 

S

 Figure 5/ Gravetye Manor in West Sussex. 

 Figure 6/ View from a Bluebell Railway coach window. 

 Figure 7/ Evening Light Through Warrens Wood, 1903, 
Henry Moon. Image use courtesy Peter Herbert and Gravetye Manor. 

Figure 8/ Untitled, 2003, Michael Doyle.
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visual order and focus, while the whole of the scene reflects 
the response of autonomous living elements and processes. 

Accidental landscapes that have evolved in the  
aftermath of utilitarian human activity are often gardenesque,  
or at least have garden-like elements. While traveling in Chile  
in October 2007 to study indigenous grasses and to photograph  
designed spaces, I observed a particularly arresting landscape:  
a recently abandoned railroad line about three hours south 
of Santiago [Figure 9]. When the railroad was operational, 
the tracks and right-of-way would have been regularly cleared 
with herbicides. Shortly after the spraying stopped, the sunny,  
open conditions provided ideal habitat for California poppies,  
millions of which now add their color to miles of disused 
trackage. !e state flower of California, this species, Eschsholzia 
californica, occurred from Washington south to Baja California 
and east to Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico prior to human  
intervention. It was introduced to Chile over a century ago, 
both intentionally, as a garden plant, and unintentionally, 
along with alfalfa seeds imported from California. Since then 
it has become widely naturalized, especially in landscapes 
cleared or otherwise modified by human activity. Many of 

the spontaneous populations appear to be larger and more 
reproductively successful than those in their original North 
American habitats. 

!e accidental landscape isn’t always pretty, but it is 
always meaningful. Two photos taken from the top of Absecon 
Lighthouse in Atlantic City, New Jersey, in October 2005, show 
what are variously called ‘desire lines’, ‘desire paths’, or ‘paths 
of desire’ [Figures 10, 11]. Built in 1857, the lighthouse was 
once surrounded by a vibrant community of sturdy brick and 
frame homes, shops, and churches. !ough the lighthouse has 
been carefully restored, the neighborhood has been reduced to 
a Detroit-like pattern of abandoned lots and occasional houses. 
!e absence of obstructing buildings enables pedestrians and 
bicyclists to take direct routes, and the precise order of their 
paths is revealed by patterns etched into the spontaneous 
vegetation covering the dry, sandy soil. The patterns are 
reminiscent of the contrived geometries of classical gardens, 
whose paths often go nowhere directly and are there merely to 
provide an opportunity for strolling and contemplation. !ese 
un-irrigated, unmanaged, austere Atlantic City paths possess 
a different drama born of utility and different desires.

Comprised of spontaneously regenerating vegetation 
and the faunal community it supports, the ‘green’ component of  
accidental landscapes often develops at a rapid pace. Designed 
by the architectural firm of Warren & Wetmore, Asbury Park’s 
Casino was considered a jewel of the New Jersey boardwalk 
when constructed in 1929–1930. Mismanagement caused 
the roof to begin failing a half-century later, and by July 2000 
the interior had become a virtual garden [Figure 12].

It is too easy to make judgments about the toxicity 
or viability of accidental landscapes. !e living systems they 
include, especially the novel ones, are complex and often 
contradictory. In September 2010 while walking a shallow 
stretch of southeastern Pennsylvania’s White Clay Creek with  
a small camera in hand, I happened upon a green heron fishing  
from a fallen tree [Figure 13]. Contemplating the health of 
the creek’s ecology, I took this as a positive sign. I ventured a  

hundred yards further downstream and what appeared to be  
an unusual rock protruding above the surface caught my eye  
[Figure 14]. Closer inspection revealed the rock to be a mineral- 
encrusted gasoline engine still mounted on a submerged rotary  
lawn mower. Looking closer yet, I saw something moving 
inside the rusted-open gas tank. It turned out to be a rather 
large crayfish [Figure 15]. When I walked upstream a half 
hour later, the crayfish was still inside the tank. 

Musing lightly on what conclusions might be drawn,  
I framed a range of possibilities: the creek ecology is healthy 
despite the presence of the mower; it’s OK to dump old gasoline  
lawn mowers in a local creek, since they provide habitat for  
local wildlife as they rust; a rusted out gas tank of a submerged  
lawn mower can provide shelter for indigenous crayfish. Only 
the last is correct since only it is limited to direct observation. 
Despite my initial dismay at finding the mower, I felt compelled  
to accept what I observed as proof of possibility. When I walked  
the same section of the creek a week later after heavy rain and 

 Figure 9/ Naturalized California poppies turn a disused Chilean railroad right of way into a garden. 

 Figure 11/ A broader view from atop 
the lighthouse. 

 Figure 10/ Paths of desire photographed from the top of 
Absecon Lighthouse in Atlantic City, New Jersey.

 Figure 12/ The Casino, Asbury Park, New Jersey. 

 Figure 13/ Green heron, White Clay Creek, Pennsylvania. 
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flooding, the mower was gone. I wondered if the crayfish had 
found a suitable replacement.

At a quick glance, the adjacent image [Figure 16] 
might be mistaken for an elegant conservatory with subtropical  
plantings, but it is in fact the ruins of New Zealand’s first 
Portland cement works. !e vegetation on the site is entirely  
accidental — it is all self-sown — and is a mix of endemic, 
indigenous, and exotic species. !e cabbage tree, Cordyline 
australis, at center, is endemic to New Zealand, occuring without 
human intervention only in New Zealand. It typically inhabits  
forest margins, riverbanks, swamps, and other open sunny 
areas, and is estimated to have been evolving since the Miocene  
era, approximately 15 million years ago. Long a part of New  
Zealand’s human culture, cabbage trees were utilized by the  
Māori for food and fiber. !e species has been widely introduced  
to other parts of the globe by humans. Cabbage trees are planted  
outdoors in mild climates and in greenhouses and conservatories  
in colder regions.

!e cement works dates to the 1880s, when Glasgow 
immigrant Nathaniel Wilson began the first commercial 
manufacture of Portland cement in the southern hemisphere. 
Situated adjacent to the Mahurangi River in Warkworth, north  
of Auckland, the works produced cement and hydrated lime 
until its closure in 1929. !e derelict state of the structures 
is not due entirely to time and weather. During the Second 
World War the site was used for demolition exercises by the 
New Zealand Home Guard and American military forces. !e  
end result is an accidental landscape that juxtaposes dramatic 
post-industrial ruins with a wide range of native and naturalized  
vegetation, including lawn-like grassy cover on many of the 
moist open sunny areas [Figure 17]. 

The original vegetation of the Mahurangi River 
drainage was primarily forest. Since the late nineteenth century,  
many of the lowland areas have been used for grazing, along 
with plantation forestry primarily devoted to Monterey 
pine, Pinus radiata. A species endemic to the central coast of 

California and Mexico, Monterey pine has become thoroughly 
naturalized in the Mahurangi region, and the cement works  
ruins include many specimens of all sizes. When photographing  
the site in August 2007, I was captivated by one especially 
grand tree that seemed to have become one with the works 
[Figure 18]. The huge flare of its trunk and roots equally 
embraced bricks, cement chunks, and boulders. A cave-like 
opening just below a sign warning visitors to “stay well clear” 
of dangerous conditions was enticing. The scene bore an 
uncanny resemblance to Arthur Rackham’s !e Little People’s 
Market of 1915 [Figure 19]. Rackham (1867–1939) was an 
English book illustrator revered for his uniquely imaginative 
contributions to whimsical children’s books and mythologies 
intended for adult readers. Employing an exquisitely detailed  
style, Rackham pictured fantastical landscapes often inhabited   Figures 14, 15/ Lawn mower engine resembles a rock; Crayfish in lawn mower gas tank. 

 Figure 17/ The sculptural quality of the cement works ruins adds 
to the appeal of this accidental landscape.

 Figure 16/ A self-sown cabbage tree, Cordyline australis, graces 
the Mahurangi Cement Works ruins north of Auckland, New Zealand. 

 Figure 18/ A self-sown Monterey pine, Pinus radiata, 
at the Mahurangi ruin.

 Figure 19/ The Little People’s Market 
by Arthur Rackham.
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by gnomes, fairies, and other creatures from mythology, folklore,  
and fable. Typical of many Rackham landscapes beloved by 
children and adults, !e Little People’s Market is not beautiful 
in any conventional sense, and in this aspect it is similar to 
many accidental landscapes such as the Mahurangi Cement 
Works. Rackham’s fantasy is unapologetic in its celebration 
of process. Trees, roots, even the terrain itself clearly bear 
the marks of wear and tear, use and abuse, of diminishment 
and regeneration. !e Little People’s Market also suggests an 
outsider’s landscape — vibrant and functional, yet separate 
from the ordered townscape nearby. Rackham hints that 
there’s a lot going on in the accidental landscape that inhabits 
the periphery of the conventional.

EVIDENCE OF 
ORDER
!e accidental landscape resulting from the abandonment 
of the Pomeroy and Newark railroad offers evidence of order 
at both immense and intimate scales. Completed in 1873, 
the line originally ran from the town of Pomeroy, on the 
Pennsylvania Railroad’s Main Line south through Newark, 
Delaware, and southeast to Delaware City. Passenger service 
ceased in 1928 and freight operation was almost completely 
abandoned by 1940. !e tracks ran through woods, farms, 
and pastures, and crossed the White Clay Creek multiple times 
on bridges primarily supported by mortared stoneworks. 
While operational, the railroad kept the tracks and adjacent 
right-of-way clear of vegetation. In the 70-plus years since 
the trains stopped running, the line has become habitat for 
diverse flora and fauna, both indigenous and introduced. At 
the time of abandonment, many of the exotic tree species 
now widely naturalized in the region, such as tree of heaven, 
Ailanthus altissima, and Norway maple, Acer platanoides, were 
relatively uncommon. In their absence, indigenous species were 
the first to take advantage of the opportunity provided by the 
disused right of way. Trees including American beech, Fagus 
grandifolia, multiple oaks including white oak, Quercus alba, red 
oak, Quercus rubra, tuliptree, Liriodendron tulipifera, sycamore, 
Platanus occidentalis, and others established themselves and 
turned many sections of the former railroad into grand allées 
now nearly 100 feet in height. Photographed from a low-flying 
helicopter, these dramatic allées seem as though they must have 
been planted [Figure 20]. Certainly the deliberate establishment 
of such ordered plantings would require considerable effort 
and resources, as proved by similar allées in formal gardens.

!e neat, ordered appearance of New York fern-lined 
pedestrian paths running in place of the tracks tells of ever-
changing dynamics [Figure 21]. !is fern species, !elypteris 
novaboracensis, is locally indigenous. However, its occurrence in 
such large sweeps is the combined result of the original clearing  

for the railroad and its subsequent abandonment, plus the  
burgeoning population of white tailed deer. Increasing in 
density as human populations appropriate traditional habitat 
and eliminate traditional predators, the deer devour much of 
the ground layer vegetation and leave the ferns, which they 
find unpalatable. Human foot traffic along the rail trail is 
sufficient to eliminate fern growth directly in the path. 

Close observation of vegetation on one of the line’s 
remaining stone bridge supports offers evidence of order at a  
more intimate scale [Figure 22]. Colorful graffiti initially caught  
my eye in October 2005, and I then noticed a few ebony 
spleenworts, Asplenium platyneuron, growing between stones 
on the vertical surface. One of the larger ferns was partly 
covered with blue paint, and I wondered if it would survive 
[Figure 23]. I decided to find out, and made a promise to 
myself to document changes with photographs. Skipping to 
November 2007, the same fern had not only survived — it 
was thriving [Figure 24]. The obvious question was: why 
is this species growing in what seems such a challenging 
environmental niche? Like most spleenworts, Asplenium 
platyneuron tolerates highly alkaline conditions and often 
occurs on limestone rock outcrops and other exposed sites. 
It prefers evenly moist conditions but can withstand long 
dry periods. Within the White Clay Creek watershed, many 
of the spleenwort’s former ground-level habitats are now 
dominated by introduced exotics, particularly Japanese stilt 
grass, Microstegium vimineum. Although the spleenwort is no 
longer competitive in its traditional niche, the increasingly 
exposed joints between the stonework now provide viable 
alternative habitat. Accumulating organic matter creates a 
growing medium, and lime leaching from the mortar creates 
alkaline conditions favorable to the spleenwort. !e railroad’s 
engineers were intent only on supporting the tracks. Little  Figure 20/ An accidental allée of trees nearly 30 m (100 ft) tall grow in the former Pomeroy and Newark railroad right of way. 

 Figure 21/ New York ferns flank a pedestrian path below 
woodlands that have regenerated along the former Pomeroy and 

Newark railroad.

268
THE GOOD GARDENER?

269
CULTIVATING HOPE/ THE ACCIDENTAL LANDSCAPE



did they know their deteriorating work would accidentally 
become preferred habitat for indigenous ferns. 

Returning in October 2012, I found the original 
spleenwort to be larger than ever and accompanied by dozens 
of equally healthy new individuals [Figure 25]. Though at 
a casual glance the spleenworts on the wall might appear 
randomly positioned, in fact they are highly ordered. All are 
aligned with joints in the stone.

Earlier in July 2012, I’d noticed ripe wineberries, 
Rubus phoenicolasius, on pendant branches a few yards from 
the spleenworts [Figure 26]. A group of young children on a 
natural history outing from a nearby urban school happened by,  
led by an instructor. After overcoming their initial hesitation 
I enticed them to sample the wineberries, which they correctly  
observed taste a lot like raspberries but are not as sweet. I  
explained that though wineberries were originally from eastern  
Asia, the species was introduced to North America more than 
a century ago as an ornamental plant and for hybridizing 
with commercial raspberries. Now widely naturalized, it is, 
for many intents and purposes, an integral part of the New 
World flora. 

THE AUTHENTICITY 
OF AUTONOMY
In his 2006 article for the Journal of Landscape Architecture titled 
“Intentions for the Unintentional: Spontaneous Vegetation 
as the Basis for Innovative Planting Design in Urban Areas”, 
horticultural ecologist Norbert Kühn begins by saying that 
spontaneous vegetation occurs without cost, is authentic, 
and is appropriate to site conditions.2 In an age when debate 
about the correctness of natives versus exotics is rife with 
conflict, it is important not to overlook Kühn’s points. !e 
spontaneous plants that grow in accidental landscapes represent  
the ultimate in sustainable vegetation in that no resources have  
been consumed in their establishment or maintenance. !ey  
are authentic because they are the direct result of autonomous  
living processes: no intervention has been necessary to establish  
them, and they wouldn’t be thriving unless their needs were 
being met by conditions on site. Whether spontaneous plants 
represent ideal vegetation is a matter of judgment. If the 
ideal is simply to cover a site with vegetation that provides 
ecosystem services such as cooling, groundwater recharge, 
carbon sequestration, shelter, and limited sustenance for 
indigenous fauna, all without commitment of resources, 
then spontaneous vegetation could be judged ideal. If the 
ideal is to provide sustenance for indigenous insect and 
animal specialists that feed only on plants with which they’ve 
co-evolved, spontaneous vegetation may be judged the 
opposite of ideal. Most accidental landscapes are the direct 
or indirect result of inadvertent or deliberate environmental 

manipulation by humans. !ey are characterized by complex 
biological dynamics and a high degree of flux. The novel, 
evolving processes and biological relationships common to  
accidental landscapes may not always be ideal; however, the  
knowledge and resources needed to stop or reverse them 
on a vast scale do not exist. To recognize and maximize the 
functionality of accidental landscapes is likely to prove a 
more achievable and productive goal. 

!e origin of a great many accidental landscapes can be  
traced to the introduction of the automobile and its subsequent  
influence. Figure 27 illustrates an accidental landscape adjacent  
to the I-95 highway corridor in Delaware. Third or fourth 
generation woodlands comprised primarily of indigenous 
species were cleared decades ago during construction of the 
highway. In subsequent years, Department of Transportation 
crews used periodic mowing to eliminate spontaneous woody 
regrowth and to maintain an herbaceous groundcover. !is  
practice was expensive, and the resulting vegetation produced  
few ecosystem services. As part of a DelDOT project to reduce  
resource consumption, increase visual appeal, and enhance 
habitat functionality, mowing was generally suspended. Since  
then, maintenance cost has been cut dramatically, and the  
site’s appearance and environmental functionality have 
been significantly enhanced. !ough the majority of species 
spontaneously colonizing the site are regionally indigenous, 
the exotic Callery pear, Pyrus calleryana, is increasingly 
dominating the site. Originally introduced as an ornamental, 
Callery pear has escaped from cultivation and is widely 
naturalized. It thrives in the Mid-Atlantic region without 
irrigation, fertilization, or pesticides, its fruits are eaten by 
birds, and its fall color rivals the best of indigenous trees. It is  
proving so well adapted to conditions on disturbed sites such  
as the roadside right-of-way that it is capable of producing near  
monocultures in the course of a few decades. Comprehensive 
management plans and techniques for maintaining an acceptable  
balance of Callery pears and more diverse, desirable vegetation  
have yet to evolve. 

Leo Marx’s landmark 1964 book !e Machine in the 
Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America is still 
relevant for any good gardener interested in contemplating 
the inherent contradiction between the ideal of what is 
often referred to as unspoiled Nature and the ideal of better 
living through technology. Rather than lamenting changes 
in landscape and human culture wrought by transportation 
technology, Marx suggests that we would benefit by accepting  
that “our inherited symbols of order and beauty have been 
divested of meaning” and by embracing “new symbols of  
possibility”. 3 !e ‘pastoral’ increasingly resides only in memory. 
!e ever-evolving landscape of technology embodies the present.  
In this spirit I explore old automobile junkyards whenever 
the opportunity arises, observing and photographing  
today’s Nature.  Figure 24/ The same plant in November 2007.  Figure 27/ Callery pears increasingly dominate a Delaware roadside. 

Figure 23/ Ebony spleenwort freshly painted, October 2005.  Figure 26/ Wineberries ripe and edible in July 2012. 

 Figure 22/ A graffiti-enhanced Pomeroy bridge support.  Figure 25/ The same spleenwort population in October 2012. 
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The two photos above [Figures 28, 29] illustrate 
the visual and intellectual tension to be enjoyed in a typical 
overgrown junkyard. I photographed this yard near Waterbury,  
Connecticut, in late winter, 2008. Look only at Figure 28 and 
you see the characteristic nest of an oriole suspended from 
the branches of indigenous gray birches, Betula populifolia. 
Figure 29 shows the immediate context. !e birches are part 
of the spontaneous regrowth in the yard. They are equally 
authentic whether holding an oriole nest or threading through  
the front bumper of a 1958 Cadillac. 

Ed Lucke’s junkyard in southeastern Pennsylvania is 
an authentically accidental landscape: a woodland smash palace 
where oxidation and spontaneous vegetation have resulted 
in a garden-like car park. !e three years I’ve observed and 
photographed it have prompted many questions. For example, 
in terms a residential gardener might use, what would be the 
ideal foundation planting for a 1951 Lincoln, and what shrub 
would thrive with minimal care in the engine compartment? 
Empirical evidence at the yard suggests, respectively, white 
snakeroot, Eupatorium rugosum, and Japanese barberry, Berberis 
thunbergii [Figure 30]. The delaminating safety glass in a 
1938 Studebaker Commander reminded me that we inhabit a 
delaminating landscape in which long-bonded layers are being  
prized apart by wind, rain, and us [Figure 31]. Our future will 
reflect how we choose to manage these layers.

To one immersed in such an accidental landscape, 
the notion of Nature seems quaint and outdated. I grew up 
knowing Nature as a near-sentient Other that was inclined to  
benign behavior — except when it wasn’t. !e problem with the  
conventional construct is that it is based upon a dichotomy: 
Man and Nature, or Us and Everything Else. It’s difficult to 
clearly envision our role and responsibility if we are always 
above or separate from the rest. In his 1980 essay Ideas of 
Nature, Raymond Williams suggested Nature is “a singular 
name for the real multiplicity of things and living processes”.4 
We’re all in it, and I can live with that.

FOR WANT  
OF INTENTION
Reminiscent of New York’s High Line before it was redesigned,  
the 9th Street Branch of Philadelphia’s Reading Viaduct floats  
above streets and flows between buildings. After trains stopped  
running in 1981 a spontaneous forest took root [Figure 32]. 
Chinese native empress trees, Pawlownia tomentosa, dominated, 
having naturalized in the area from seed pods imported long 
ago as packing material.

I began photographing the viaduct in 2004 with my 
friend Paul van Meter, who believed it could become a High 
Line-like space for Philadelphia. !e Viaduct’s ownership cleared  
the vegetation in late 2006, using chainsaws and herbicides to   Figures 28, 29/ An oriole nest hangs from branches of gray birches; A gray birch emerges from a 1958 Cadillac in a Connecticut junkyard.

 Figure 30/ White snakeroot dominates the ground layer around a 
1951 Lincoln while Japanese barberry inhabits the engine compartment.

 Figure 31/ A black oak with a 1938 Studebaker. 

 Figure 32/ Reading Viaduct, 9th Street Branch, May 2006.
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of the High Line’s current plant species were part of the original  
spontaneous vegetation: the majority are plausible substitutes. 

!ere are many unresolved questions regarding the  
practicality of conserving spontaneous vegetation when 
accidental landscapes become public parks and gardens. Post- 
industrial sites in Germany demonstrate some of the possibilities.  
Situated north of Duisburg in the heavily industrialized Ruhr  
District, the 200-hectare Landschaftspark Duisburg-Nord was  
once home to a !yssen blast furnace complex [Figures 38–44].  
Begun in 1901, it produced pig iron until operations ceased 
in 1985. Peter Latz’s 1991 re-design made a top priority of 
conserving and celebrating the site’s industrial, cultural, and  
biological history. Spontaneous vegetation has been maintained  
in place, offering visual interest, cooling the site, and enhancing  
habitat value [Figures 39, 40, 41]. New plantings, instead of  
attempting to evoke wildness, were installed for unapologetically  
ornamental or functional purposes [Figures 38, 42, 43]. !e 

discourage a growing homeless population. !e landscape was  
lifeless, and we avoided it for a few years. Returning in 2010, 
we were stunned to find that the Viaduct had regenerated 
into an unintentional meadow garden. Butterflies flitted as 
flowers bloomed and set seed [Figures 33, 34, 35]. It provided 
powerful insight to the resiliency of the accidental landscape.

INTENTIONS 
FOR THE 
UNINTENTIONAL
On the night of 14 November 1940 incendiary bombs reduced  
Coventry, England’s fourteenth-century cathedral to a burned- 
out shell with only the bell tower intact. The London Blitz 
could hardly be called accidental, yet the Coventry Cathedral 
landscape today is not entirely unintentional. Standing next to  
a new cathedral, the ruins have been preserved and the landscape  
turned inside out [Figures 36, 37]. In what was once the cathedral  
interior, plantings evoking the spontaneous vegetation that 
took root after the war grow, while occasional seedlings take 
advantage of nooks and crannies exposed to the elements. 

While such deliberate, controlled plantings lack the  
authenticity or autonomy of spontaneous vegetation, they can  
be highly effective at evoking the appearance, mood, and history  
of truly accidental landscapes. New York’s High Line park is a 
wildly successful example of intricately designed and highly 
managed plantings re-creating a sense of the spontaneous 
landscape that served as impetus and inspiration. Relatively few  

 Figure 33/ Reading Viaduct, 9th Street Branch, October 2011. 

 Figure 34/ A buckeye in grass on the Reading Viaduct, October 2011.

 Figure 35/ A variegated fritillary on an aster on the Viaduct, 
October 2011.

 Figures 36, 37/ Plants grow in what was once the interior of the Coventry Cathedral; The ruins of Coventry Cathedral view from the bell tower. 

 Figures 38, 39/ Landschaftspark Duisburg-Nord in Germany’s Ruhr Valley combines authentic spontaneous vegetation with new plantings; 
A woodland edge comprised entirely of spontaneous growth.

 Figure 40/ Spontaneous growth at left adjacent to 
ordered plantings at right.
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meadow-like masses of native and exotic grasses and flowering 
forbs that have established themselves since the site has been 
idle. !e mix includes little bluestem, ravenna grass, butterfly 
milkweed, multiple goldenrod species, St Johnswort, vibrantly 
blue-flowered viper’s bugloss [Figure 48], and an unusual 
thoroughwort, Eupatorium altissimum [Figure 46], which also 
occurred on the High Line prior to reconstruction. Multiple 
sumac species, cottonwoods, and sycamores dominate the shrub  
and tree growth [Figure 49]. !ough much of the vegetation 
needed to be eliminated to prevent damage to the historic 
structures, in many areas it added to the appeal of the site by 
providing flower and foliage color, relief from summer heat, 
and habitat for insects and animals. Rivers of Steel’s tours and 
programs had been expanding beyond industrial history to 
include more recent cultural layers of the Carrie Furnaces. Art 
tours focused on the site’s often beautiful graffiti attracted new 
audiences who then became curious about the iron and steel 
legacy [Figure 47].

With this in mind I began working in 2013 with 
Ron Baraff, Rivers of Steel’s Director of Museum Collections, 
and Rick Rowlands, a steel industry expert helping with 
stabilization, on a project to add a biological component to site  
management and programing. Naming the project “Addition by  
Reduction”, we set out to enhance the beauty and functionality  
of the site’s vegetation by selective removal. We began this 
editing process by taking inventory on foot and from high 
vantage points on the furnaces, then determining where to 
mow or cut. Figure 50 shows the results of less than three 
hours work and two gallons of gas, employing a vintage Ford 
tractor to create pathways and a circular green ‘room’ that 
now provides a shaded space where tour groups can gather 
while viewing the furnaces.

!e following month Ron and I were near the top of 
the furnace when a red-tailed hawk flew closely past. !en a 
bald eagle passed in a different direction. I watched the big bird  
until it landed in trees at the periphery of the site, then scrambled  

formal order of these plantings provides dramatic contrast 
with the textures and patterns of wild growth and the aging 
industrial structures. Soils polluted when the furnace was 
in operation have been allowed to remain to be cleansed by 
phytoremediation [Figure 44]. Furnace buildings have been 
adapted for multiple visitor services, including a transformer 
room that is now a restaurant and pub. Despite the relatively 
un-manicured aesthetic, the park is visited by hundreds of 
thousands each year.

ADDITION BY 
REDUCTION
Can you imagine creating functional woodland and meadow 
spaces within an accidental landscape without doing any  
planting at all? A project at Carrie Furnaces near Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, is testing the idea. Built in 1907, Carrie Furnaces  

no. 6 and 7 are the only non-operative blast furnaces in the 
Pittsburg District to remain standing. Rare examples of 
pre-Second World War iron-making technology, the furnaces 
tower 92 feet over the Monongahela River [Figure 45]. At  
its peak the Carrie produced over 1,000 tons of iron per day, 
but the furnaces have been silent since 1978. Designated 
a National Historic Landmark in 2006, the furnaces are 
destined to become the core cultural attraction within the 
proposed Homestead Works National Park. Rivers of Steel 
Heritage Corporation has been working on stabilizing the 
site, establishing a museum, and developing related programs 
focused on the role of Carrie Furnaces in the region’s iron and 
steelmaking industry.

I began studying and photographing the site in 2006, 
attracted by the visual power of its industrial architecture and 
especially by the extensive regenerative woody and herbaceous 
vegetation surrounding and partially enveloping the furnaces 
[Figure 46]. Acres of open sunny ground are covered with 

 Figures 41, 42/ Spontaneous growth is conserved at the edge of new plantings; New plantings create a formally ordered space within wildness. 

 Figures 43, 44/ Unapologetically ornamental planting provides contrast; Soil remediation is accomplished with formally ordered plantings. 

 Figures 45, 46/ Carrie Furnaces tower 28 m (92 ft) over the Monongahela River; Spontaneous meadows and woodlands in early September. 

 Figures 47, 48/ Graffiti enlivens an elevated track and derelict engine; Blue Echium vulgare blooms in mid-June. 
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down to see if I could get a photograph. I arrived just in time  
to catch the eagle again taking flight [Figure 51]. !e episode 
proved that the Carrie Furnaces site is still very much alive, though  
in an entirely different way than when it began. It reminded me  
of the resilience of autonomous living communities, and I couldn’t  
help thinking that to witness the wildlands of the future, we only 
need to look toward the accidental landscapes of today.

NOTES
All photography is by Rick Darke except Figure 2.
1/ Robinson, William, The Wild Garden, London: John Murray, 1870, p.i.
2/ Kühn, Norbert, “Intentions for the Unintentional: Spontaneous 

Vegetation as the Basis for Innovative Planting Design in Urban Areas”, 
Journal of Landscape Architecture, Autumn 2006, pp. 46–53.

3/ Marx, Leo, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral 
Ideal in America, New York: Oxford University Press, 1964, pp. 364–365.

4/ Williams, Raymond, Ideas of Nature in Problems of Materialism and 
Culture, London: Verso, 1980, pp. 68–69.  Figure 50/ Paths and a green garden ‘room’ are created by editing.

 Figure 49/ View to spontaneous woodlands from atop the furnace. 

 Figure 51/ A bald eagle takes flight at Carrie Furnaces. 
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