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Urban parks are tricky but alluring places for
historians and geographers. They are unique
physical spaces in the urban environment that
humans have shaped and reshaped over time ac‐
cording to shifting social, political, and cultural at‐
titudes toward nature and cities. People have de‐
signed parks to produce a better society, yet, as
urban environmental historians are quick to
point out, humans are not the lone actors in the
construction of park spaces. Park design is also in‐
fluenced by autonomous nonhuman natural
forces that change parks and inform human re‐
sponses and approaches to the making of park
landscapes. Terence Young’s case study of San
Francisco’s parks, while chiefly concerned with
political and social factors that influenced park
space in the city, also recognizes the physical ma‐
teriality of park creation and the limits of the poli‐
tics of park design. In doing so, this comprehen‐
sively researched and well-composed book indi‐
rectly offers scholars the opportunity to consider
the role of nonhuman nature as an actor in urban
park history.

Golden Gate Park dominates Young’s narra‐
tive of the early history of San Francisco’s parks.
He begins with a thorough review of the Ameri‐
can parks movement of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, explaining how San Francis‐
co came to acquire its first large landmark urban
park. Young traces the major figures, events, and
trends in the development of urban parks in
North America, beginning with the creation and
construction of New York City’s Central Park in
the 1850s. According to Young, the work of pio‐
neering landscape architects Frederick Law Olm‐
sted and Calvert Vaux was profoundly influential
and guided the creation of similar large city
parks, including Golden Gate Park. Ironically,
Olmsted produced a report for the city of San
Francisco in the 1860s advising against trying to
replicate Central Park on the north coast of Cali‐
fornia, because of its arid climate. But the exam‐
ple of New York’s famous park had become so
iconic that park advocates in San Francisco at‐
tempted to emulate its design and principles
through the creation of Golden Gate Park in 1870,
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geographical change. While it adds to the urban
park literature by placing some emphasis on the
ecological limits of park design, the book echoes
the traditional narrative of urban park history
laid out by other scholars, including Galen Cranz,
David Schuyler, Roy Rosenzweig, and Elizabeth
Blackmar. Young’s analysis does not go beyond or
challenge the framework of the romantic and ra‐
tionalistic phases of park design, which has domi‐
nated the literature on urban parks in North
America. This framework is concerned largely
with social, political, and cultural influences that
shaped human perceptions of nature in parks and
excludes the role of nonhuman nature as an au‐
tonomous force of change over time that placed
limits on park design. Still, Building San Francis‐
co’s Parks is an important contribution to the his‐
tory of parks in North America and provides a
thorough case study of one of continent’s major
urban park systems.
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