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The Fourth Coast: An Expedition on the Mississippi River
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Editor's Notes

ln summer 1990, a group of twenty-one students and faculty from the Design center
for American Urban Landscape of the University of Minnesota and some thirty occasional
participants - additional faculty, artists, writers, architects - journeyed up the

Mississippi River (the Fourth Coast), exploring the settlements along its shores. After
flying to New Orleans, the journey began by automobile, transferred to the passenger

vessel Viking Explorer at St. Louis, Missouri, and finished with a drive from St. Paul to
Lake ltasca, Minnesota, and the icy rivulet that is the Mississippi's beginning.

Together, William Morrish, Director of the Design Center,

and catherine Brown, coordinator for Special Projects, organized the trip, and in this
issue of Design Quarterly they describe their travels and illustrate them with extraordinary

drawings and photographs made by the trip's participants. These images illuminate and

analyze significant sites in and arQund many river communities.

The Mississippi journey was the first large-scale project

undertaken by the university's Design center, which was created only three years ago.

The Center's mandate is to bring design back into the planning of the urban landscape, a

discipline that in recent years has been involved primarily with social and political issues,

economics and statistics, neglecting, to a large degree, design issues. As a part of their
quest they hope to bring more humanity and geographic understanding to urban design,

and to search out what is American about American cities in order to avoid what has

become the standard solution in the united states - an aping of European urban form.

The search for urban form is not new to Morrish and Brown

who came to the Midwest from California where they had a design practice in which they
studied the landscape of the West Coast with the same intensity and fascination they have

brought to the Fourth Coast.

The Fourth Coast, which in the nineteenth century was the

lifeline of midcontinent America, has all but ceased to be an active, vital element of that
region's urban life. With the exception of St. Louis and New Orleans, in most Mississippi

communities the river now plays a much quieter role centered around recreational

activities. The primary undertaking on the waterway above St. Louis is that of the Army

Corps of Engineers, which is responsible for the twenty-six locks and dams that currently
control travel up and down river. Because trains, cars, trucks, and planes have, in that
order, replaced river vessels as the major carriers of goods and services in mid-America,

many formerly lively river towns have become backwaters, infected with the same

diseases that plague many of America's small farming communities - loss of population

and loss of significant reason for being, as the old needs are met by new people,

systems, and commodities.

How to revitalize these places in ways that make sense
in contemporary terms was the challenge put before the Design center travelers.
The group's initial responses to that challenge are gathered here - responses to the
raw power and beauty of the Mississippi River landscape - responses that may inspire

a new understanding of urban form.
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An Urbcrn Design Hypothesis

How and why did we lose sight of the idea of

a city as the marriage of heaven, water, and earth? When did we lose the will and imagi-

nation to build a city as a setting for civilization? I To find answers to these funda-

mental questions, we need to search, to know more, and in pursuit of some answers we

planned the Mississippi River expedition - to rediscover America. We sought to read

the river landscape and from it to discover principles and elements needed to create a

new language for an urban design theory. In the heartland, we hoped to discover design

clues overlooked in America's continuing fascination with foreign models, to open our

eyes to the "ordinary" as potential vocabulary for construction of the "grand." ! Mark

Twain, aspiring riverboat captain writing in Life on the Mississippi, tells horc his mentor,

Captain Bixby, impressed upon him the fact that he had to learn the entire river by heart,

upstream and downstream, by day and night, because "it is all there is left to steer by on

a very dark night." He had to know the names of the towns, islands, bars, and bends, he

had to learn the shape of the river "with such absolute certainty that you can always steer

by the shape in your head, and never mind the one that's before your eyes." I The

journey was a response to the condition of urban design in America today, both realized

and theoretical. At every scale there is a need for intervention and vision, whether it be

downtown, city infill, suburban, or rural. But it is particularly the land at the edge, away

from the built context, that has been seen as a write-off for designers. This neglect is in
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direct response to design predicated on a built context that is more European than Ameri-
can, design that espouses the notion that urban space is created through the arrangement

of a building's "figure-ground" or "footprint" in relationship to other buildings, forming
a public space or "complementary void." I To enhance design education and under-
score that view, each year our universities send thousands of students, professionals, and

scholars to study foreign landscapes in the hope that they will return with a clearer un-
derstanding of our own American landscape. While trips abroad are an essential part of
an education, we have not provided our students with an equal opportunity to under-
stand, study, and appreciate the American landscape. The occasional field trip to large

cities on the East or West Coasts, Ieaves a huge gap geographically and conceptually in
American design education. I Contemporary urban design theory and practice lack
geographic perspective and they have contributed to the stereotyping of the nation's ur-
ban geography. A single geometric form has come to typify the American survey grid.
Fundamental differences in the geographic structure of the nation's landscapes are ig-
nored. These potentially powerful design resources, if acknowledged in the early stages

of the urban design process, can establish a genuine framework for place. They can pro-
vide a counterpoint to the homogenizing effects of sprawl on our urban landscape. I A
broader definition for urban design is needed. It should be one in which solutions are

drawn from the experience of an emerging heterogeneous environment. An expanded
definition begins by including the term "landscape" in its descriptive title. To paraphrase
author l.B. lackson from his essay "The Word Itself," the term landscape in our present
urban scene is no longer merely a scenographic or garden image. Rather it offers a unique
opportunity for the union of city planning, architecture, Iandscape architecture, and
engineering. The term landscape can include those parts and systems of the urban land-
scape that, when combined, constitute the "background infrastructure" of our cities. An
expanded urban design definition will focus directly on the urban infrastructure, includ-
ing natural systems, utilities, Iand use, institutional structures, and technology. I What
better way to confront this larger landscape than via the Fourth Coast, the Mississippi
River. We journeyed there to open our eyes to the heart of the American continent, to the
Iand, people, and urbanism found there. Despite its central location, this was to a large

degree an exploration of uncharted waters, unmapped territories, and untested ideas. In
the process we became profoundly aware of the resources, traditions, and technologies
that can give meaning and form to our design explorations. I The expedition was

structured to be both allegorical and literal; its symbolic attributes sought to establish a

new design rhythm and tempo. The confrontation and exploration of ancient and new
places became our test cases - laboratories to describe and decipher a revivified design

4
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language for American urbanism. I The places we visited are unique civilized terrains.
The travelers recorded a wealth of case studies that demonstrate compositional prin-
ciples, formal systems, and understanding of institutional needs and structure within a

perspective of urban landscape traditions. I From the vantage point of the Mississippi
River, we, as designers, gained new viewpoints and perspectives on American urban
design. For like the riverboat pilot, we cannot navigate until we know the shape of the
American settlement within the American landscape, on its own terms.

LiIe on the Mississippi

Counter to the expected itinerary, the expe-
dition traveied upstream rather than down. Following the initial concept of discovering
information and bringing it home, we began at the Gulf of Mexico at the Mississippi River
delta. Continuing on a northerly route, Iike the earliest explorers moving from the edge to
the center, our iourney ended at the headwaters of the Mississippi. I The expedition
encompassed the full dimension of the river's 2552 mile length, which flows through ten
states with a total population of forty million people. Splitting the nation, it drains thirty-
one states and two Canadian provinces with a watershed stretching from the Alleghenies
to the Rockies. Prehistoric and historic cultures have occupied the valley for at least

3,7OO years. For four centuries European powers and finally the United States have shaped
the cultural terrain through settlement, parcelization, and infrastructure. I As explorers
we responded by taking stock in order to understand the basic size, scale, order of com-
plexity, and magnitude of this place called middle America. We read, discussed, and
listened to local storytellers searching for clues that would explain what lay before us.

We thought we knew, but with each passing day this shoreline revealed itself as exotic as

any foreign land. I We traveled alongside the river's levees, crisscrossed it by bridge,
explored its adjacent hinterland, and made passage by boat up the Mississippi's mean-
dering channel with a purpose: to cut through the diverse grain of middle America. From
south to north we searched, trusting our eye, setting aside preconceived notions and
addressing the Mississippi Valley on its own terms. I We began on g lune at the south-
ernmost point of urbanism, Pilot Town, Louisiana, a small isolated working river community
of buildings standing on stilts midst the flood waters at the Mississippi River's mouth,
seventy miles downriver from New Orleans. Here the river pilots guide ships from around
the world into and out of the Mississippi River Valley depositing their ideas, products,
and people. From this southernmost urban gateway, where the landscape is defined more
by the silent power of the river's flow than by the signs and symbols of the land, we began

7
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our expedition. I For the next two weeks we traversed the river by van visiting sites

both on and some distance away from the river. The intensity of travel was heightened by

the oppressively hot and humid weather, dramatically illustrating the need for appropri-

ate design responses to climatic conditions. The expedition emerged from the Lower Mis-

sissippi on 21. June to board the Viking Explorer, a L12-foot charter vessel, for travel

through the Upper Mississippi VaIIey to St. Paul, a journey of four weeks. I Despite a

change in travel time from 55 MPH by van to 7 MPH by boat, the intensity did not diminish.

The format changed to include more lectures, discussions, and design studio sessions.

Weekly rotations of visiting faculty further enriched and challenged the expedition. The

result was an interdisciplinary learning laboratory moving on a river that offered new

circumstances at every bend and in every town. AII together, eighty communities and

sites were visited over seven weeks. We explored each town by foot, bicycle, and van to

sketch analyze, photograph, and notate. I We traveled to develop an understanding of

how urban topology derived from interaction between natural process, cultural activity,

and assemblage of garden and building, and the infrastructure net that formed the basic

background terrain of each place. Finally, as explorers, we synthesized our observations

and proposed our own conceptions of place, constructed our own maps and urban land-

scapes, each time asking what we had learned and how these lessons can help us envision

and construct our contemporary American landscapes.

Plcrces oI Imcrgincrtive Access

The Fourth Coast

The Fourth Coast is a narrow waterway that

joins the western edge of the East Coast and the eastern edge of the West Coast. It is a

point of confrontation and transformation where connections to our European traditions

begin to diminish in importance and the elements and spaces of our own continental

consciousness take over. It is where the dominant building block is open, raw landscape.

I A coast is a frontier borderline, a point of contact, transfer, and transformation between

one dimension and another. The river is less than a mile wide, yet the difference between

the colonial east and the broad prairie plain was as profound as the distinction between

England and colonial Virginia experienced by our forebears. I In 1909, Frederick

lackson Turner wrote in The Significance of the Mississippi Valley in American History:

The significance of the Mississippi River in American history at the opening

of the new republic, therefore, lay in the fact that, beyond the area of the
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social and political control ofthe thirteen colonies, there had arisen a new
and aggressive society which imperiously put the questions of the public
lands, internal communications, Iocal self-government, defense, and aggres-

sive expansion, before the legislators of the old colonial regime. The men of

the Mississippi Valley compelled the men of the East to think in American

terms instead of European.

By the time Congress adopted the Northwest Ordinance of 1787,the borders of the United
States stretched from what is now the Canadian border to Spanish Florida, from the eastern
urbanized coastal seaports westward to what we refer to as the Fourth Coast, the Missis-
sippi River. I This coast held until the 1803 Louisiana Purchase offered the fledgling
nation a second new world of opportunity, a landscape open for national self-exploration
free from the original colonial constraints and controls that had shaped the urban places
of the first new world. Today the Mississippi River's coastlines contain seaports to the
world, servicing the heartland. This linear inland sea, like a vast ocean, remains the bor-
derline between the western and eastern American spatial, environmental, and formal
concepts of urban place. I The Mississippi "Big Valley" is vast and broad reaching,
containing over half of the land mass of the continental United States. The eastern half of
the valley is a forest-agricultural zone and the western is a drier grassland. The watershed
of this river covers 1,250,000 square miles, almost forty-one percent of the continental
United States. I The expedition to the Fourth Coast sought a fourth dimensional mean-
ing beyond the "ordinary three-space coordinates of length, width, and depth," beyond
anything we had considered before.

Gathering Ground/Center

Centering defines the spotiol reolm within which on
individuql or culture defines its realm oI inlluence ond
understonding. Centering onesell in the lqnd initiates the
building process. The ideo of earth, mountoin, ploce, site
qnd center cre self-supporting crnd sustcining spoticl
concepts whose presence is reveoled through architec-
ture ond landscapes. Without the proper sense of
centeredness ond circumference in the terroin, o disjunc-
tion would Iorm between lqnd, temple cnd gorden.

- Willicrm R. Morrish, Civilizing Terroin
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confluence of culture and people from the eastern coasts, from the western prairies, and

central American civilizations. I Destinations such as Poverty Point, Louisiana, were

inhabited as early as 1700 B.C. Archaeologists believe that in 1000 8.C., Poverty Point was

the largest urban formation in North America. In about 100 8.C., people had gathered at

the settlement of Cahokia, Illinois, which grew to be a city of 20,000 inhabitants by 1300

A.D. Never mentioned in our urban histories, Cahokia was the largest inhabited commu-

nity in North America until Philadelphia surpassed it in population in 1800. I Located

on an abandoned Mississippi channel, neat what is now East St. Louis, Illinois, the Cahokia

mounds are across the river from St. Louis, Missouri. These two powerful centers, Cahokia

and St. Louis, are located midst a gigantic circular interchange, a confluence of river

highways that extends to the four cardinal points of the compass. The Ohio, Missouri,

Illinois, and Mississippi Rivers converge above and below St. Louis and Cahokia. Geographic

place theory attributes St. Louis's importance to its location at this dynamic cross axis. I
American history has taught us to see the Mississippi River at St. Louis as the gateway to

the west. The St. Louis, Gateway Arch, designed by the architect Eero Saarinen as a

monument to Thomas Jefferson and western expansion, forms a portal directing our at-

tention axially westward. I Twelve miles east of the arch one can sit one hundred feet

above the river valley plain upon the highest earthen mound in North America, Monk's

Mound, the central terrace mound of the city of Cahokia (700-1300 A.D.). From the top of
this mound one can see the arch, a stainless steel line appearing to mark the proflle of a

colossal mound in the sky above the Mississippi River. Imagine the arch, not only as a

new modern portal or gate marking the edge to the west, but as part of a long standing

tradition of valley monuments formed to be centrifugal gathering symbols. I A kinship

in form and ritual between the modern arch and ancient Mississippian mound building
offers the realization that the Mississippi River is not only a line to be bridged between

east and west but that it is a gathering ground, a middle coast, a destination for people

and ideas, a mediating basin between the cultural edges of our country. Imagine that the

entire Mississippi River urban landscape is a linear assemblage of regional gathering grounds,

Iike pearls on a necklace held together by the nest of the river corridor-its topography,
its tributaries, and its cultural heritage. I Like St. Louis, Cahokia once stood on the banks

of the Mississippi River. Monk's Mound, Iike the arch, stood on the river's bank, a civic
symbol to residents and travelers. Imagine this earthen platform as part of a constellation
of civic river landmarks throughout the valley. I Lying about one hundred yards west of
Monk's Mound stands a wood henge, a circular stand of forty-eight poles, with a single

pole at the center of its circumference. The henge was used by Cahokians to mark the

rising of the sun in the east at the fall and spring equinox. The mound appears to be

12
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giving birth to the ascending sun. I Looking beyond the historical facts of Cahokia
imagine that there is a solar relationship between the rising sun as seen from the henge
over Monk's Mound, riding the sky high above the Mississippi Valley, descending in the
west between the legs of the Arch. The path tells a story. The sun rises in the east over
ancient traditions of America and Europe, the rays of the sun shining westward to a new
destiny. As the sun sets in the west, the rays of the sun shine eastward, bringing ideas
from the west.

Civilizing Terrain

The Mississippi Vclley yields to no region in the world.
Here, iI cnywhere, is the reql Americq-the field, the
theoter, ond the bqsis oI the civilizction oI the Western
World. The history oI Mississippi Volley is the history oI
the United Stctes.

- Frederick Jqckson Turner, Albert Bushnell Hort

Traditional myth holds that the water source
of our urban rivers springs from the deep recesses of the earth and rises forth to the
surface through the central power and axis of the sacred mountain. On the surface, the
sacred waters flow from springs and meadows down the slopes of the sacred mountain
into the civilized plain below. The river marks a linear terrain of inhabitation and urban-
ization across the plain from the mountain to the seaport. It makes a direct line between
the city and the heaven above the sacred mountain. I Modern science has offered a
different story concerning the origin of our water supplies. Still we cling to the image of
the sacred terrain, imagining that the water source of our rivers starts in the pristine
landscape, near heaven, at the top of the sacred mountain and flows from this central
point. It is a vertical and axial spatial concept that underpins many of our universal
notions of city and urban landscape. I The Mississippi River source does not lie high in
the cradle of a sacred mountain meadow. Rather, the waters of the Mississippi River
spring forth from a multiple set of sources located on the edges of three sides of a broad,
slightly sloping horizontal valley. The scientifically documented source of the river is
Lake Itasca, located in the low undulating hills of northern Minnesota. The Mississippi
River flows not from a sacred mountain, but from a different notion of space-the sacred
basin. I In this spatial notion there is no single axis mundi to provide a vertical line that
orders the cosmology. Rather, it is a space of multiple focal points, a non-axial space, a

space of multiple origins and destinations of distant points. It is a space of distant horizon

l5
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and horizontality where a slight change in topography becomes a profound experience. It
is a space where void is valued as much as solid mass. The spatial construct is like the

section diagram of a valley with flanking enclosing mountains. It is a space where the

view is not directly focused toward the object, or sacred mountain on line, but the valued

view is multi-framed toward the open void directly ahead.

Vcrlley Terrcrin

Earth River

The Mississippi River is continually cutting

land and redepositing the soil downriver as silt, building up another part of the river

topography. For millions of years the river has constructed and destroyed itself as it seeks

to complete its primary function of draining and nurturing the land and sea. I From the

natural levees of Louisiana to the effigy mounds of Prairie du Chien, many cultures have

arrived at this open horizontal river plain and sought to represent their notions of space

and place through the folding of the land into a proper, Ievel terrain for habitation. The

builders of Cahokia spent more time and earth leveling and flattening the land than they

did in building the hundreds of mounds in the community. I More recently, European

and American cultures have inhabited the valley. In their quest to maintain and support

themselves through the production of food and cultural exchange, they have continually

reshaped the earth along the edge of the river's course into a variety of spaces and sym-

bols. They have reshaped the valley earth into utilitarian infrastructure, civic spaces,

urban terraces, ceremonial objects, and institutional symbols. I This story has been marked

and formed from the liquid earth of the river. The river carves and shapes the dirt and soil

into images we call geomorphology or earth. The earth has been used to make bricks, as

medicine, and even as paint for the artist's canvas. The color of the river is that of the

earth, this is a building river, an urban river that floods, cuts, levels, mounds, and ter-

races. This is no picturesque stream, but the "Father of Waters," the builder and provider

of the earthen foundation for past and future urban landscapes.

Vessels within the ValleY

As the river continues in its eternal mission

as a vital natural system, its activities as a natural vessel define the fundamental character

of place, time, and space. The river is a vessel functioning as an artery, carrying material

t7
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from the far reaches of its watershed. It nurtures growth along its banks, erodes the plain
into protective valleys for settlement, collecting waste and discharging it into the sea. I
The river acts not only as a passageway for the flow of material, nutrient, solid waste, and
water, but as a container of other vessels traveling within its systems on their own jour-
neys. Each vessel, by its shape, function, and ritual of river passage defines a way in
which to read the character of the Iand of the river valley. I Giant ocean freighters travel
the Iower section of the river, transforming the river into an inland sea of world ports.
Along the whole length of the river, blocks of barges are pushed by "tows" up and down
the river, carrying raw product to and from terminals. Amid this congestion, commercial
vessels, steamboats, speedboats, houseboats, and canoes ply the river waters, reenacting
a literary and historical adventure and receiving rejuvenating pleasure from contact and
passage within the river's valley. I The activities of these two forms of vessel combine
to define the place and space of the river valley within the open middle plain of America.
Erosion and river silt deposits and the wakes from river commerce and pleasure crafts
have combined and constructed a new experience of an urban landscape.

Engineered Earth: The U.S. Army Corps

We hornessed it, stroightened it, regularized it, shockled it.

- Stotement from the Corps

There wqs now c Greot Woll oI Chino running,up ecrch
side oI the river, with the diflerence thot while the
levees were eoch qbout os long as the Greot Wcll they
were in mony ploces higher qnd in cross section ten
times os lcrge.

Just why the Army should be involved ot qll with levee
systems, novigation locks, rock jetties, concrete revet-
ments, ond the qustere reolities oI deltoic Aeomorphology
is o question thot attrocts no obvious onswer. The Corps
is here becouse it is here.

- John McPhee, The Control of Noture

In the community of Clinton, Mississippi, twelve miles west of Jackson, the state capitol,
the U.S. Army Corps maintains a scale hydrological model of the Mississippi River. The
model seems as overwhelming as the river itself. Even though its scale and size is exag-
gerated vertically and horizontally, the river geomorphology has been molded into square
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Hydrological Model of the Mississippi River, Clinton, Mississippi
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concrete surfaces stretching over two hundred acres of land. t The model is more than
a testing laboratory, it is a symbol of the American quest to tame the natural forces and to
shape and mold the topographic features of the Mississippi River from its original wild
natural state into a new urban typology. This new form is a multibillion dollar urban
infrastructure system of several thousand miles of levees, numerous spillways, twenty-
seven locks and dams maintaining a depth of g-f Z feet, hundreds of marinas, and mil-
Iions of acres of wildlife areas that combine to create a protective valley for urban settlements.
The sum total seeks to engineer a safe and efficient passageway for the vessels of com-
merce in the midst of the most powerful natural system in America. I Infrastructure is
the contact point between urbanism and nature. It is the point of energy transference,
from the natural system to the urban artifice. The Mississippi River has become as much
a mid-continent urban artifact as Central Park is artifact to the city of New York. The
Mississippi River is a central urban corridor of open space, offering to the inhabitants
who occupy the blocks of open land surrounding it a sense of urban grandeur, connection
to an interconnecting public amenity, and access to open space offering a rejuvenating
contact with nature. I Though the river is artificial from its source to its mouth, the
natural forces that created the river still exist, they continue to challenge the urban image

of the river. Though contained for the moment, it is still wild and dangerous, one of the
Iast remnants of the American wilderness.

Points oI View

Think oI the post crs spoce exponding inlinitely beyond
our vision.... Then we choose o prospect. The higher it is,
the wider qnd hqzier our view. Now we mop whot we see,
morking some features, ignoring others, oltering on
unknown territory...into a finite collection of lqndmorks
mqde meoninglul through their connections. History is
not the pcrst, but cr mop oI the post drqwn lrom o porticu-
lor point of view to be uselul to the modern troveler.

- Henry Glossie

Traveling in what became known by fellow
explorers as "river time and space" required a particular way in which to see the proper
scale and size of objects and spaces. Our perceptual skills had to be adjusted to read

distant horizon, panorama, and verticality. We discovered four interesting phenomena
that altered our way of seeing and enhanced our ability to read the urban landscape. I
Distant Horizon: On the first day of our expedition we traveled across the open wetlands
of the Louisiana coastline in the river delta tidal swamps. The space was dominated by
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two surfaces, the expanse of water reflecting in its surface the other dominant surface, the

sky. Separating the two watery atmospheric bodies was the thin line of a narrow strip of

grassy wetlands. The striking aspect of this view was that there appeared to be no fore-

ground nor background elements for a frame of reference, merely a middle ground cap-

tured like a desert mirage suspended mid-frame. I We discovered this same phenomenon

at several points along our trip. We adjusted our perception from what we originally
viewed as a void or absence of solid, to one of open space which had a quality of mass.

We began to see the possibility that open space was not a void or absence of substance but

rather, given the scale and size of this openness, it contained weight, substance, and

mass. The river often became a liquid earth, the sky a ceiling whose curve arched beyond

the boundary of the horizon. I Captured Panorama, Up and Down River: Standing at a

prospect overlook point on a bluff two hundred feet above the river below, one has a 180-

degree panoramic view of the landscape. Looking straight out to the land on the other

side of the river, the view is flat, Iacking in detail, neutral without a particular point of
perspective. The scale and vastness of the panorama consumes detail. Turning 30 degrees

and looking either up or down river, the land becomes detailed and topographic and the

shimmering surface of the river channel is the primary focus of the view. I Along the

length of the trip, the primary view was to either side of the line of movement. At this
angle the elements and details contained in the panorama were captured and the distance

between these elements spread out across the landscape, foreshortened and combined
into a rich and dense urban landscape. This was rarely broken unless the vast panorama

of the horizon was captured by a frame such as the St. Louis Arch. I Horizontal Verti-

cality: River time and space altered our sense of vertical dimension. Verticality is a criti-
cal dimension in the river urban landscape. In many cases just a few feet mark the difference

between urbanism and swamp. For instance, the city of New Orleans is located on the

natural levee of the Mississippi River. Before the construction of the man-made levee

system, the city at its highest point was only B feet above the river. In other parts of the

city there are areas only 2.5 feet above sea level, and they are called ridges (as in the

Esplanade Ridge). Along the full length of the river, towns record the height of past floods

with markings on buildings and bridges. History is defined by the height of the river and

towns are located by the dimension of small mounds or outcroppings. I Traveling in the

Upper Mississippi River corridor above St. Louis, the plain of the midwestern prairie
rises substantially above the level of the river. At one point near Prairie du Chien, Wis-

consin, the river bluffs reach a height of over 500 feet. This place is called Pike's Peak, an

odd name to describe the edge of prairie before it falls into the river valley. It is a testi-

mony to the power of imagination and the desire for vertical prospect. (As a postscript,
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Mr. Pike was, in his journey west, to discover a much taller peak in Colorado, which he

imaginatively also named Pike's Peak.) I Points and Prospect: We found that making
passage across an open horizontal landscape or up a river whose course, width, and depth
constantly change had surprising parallels. Both require a skillful pilot to navigate from a
proper prospect with recognizable reference points from which a mental map of the iand-
scape ahead can be constructed and a course plotted. I On the river, brightly painted
red buoys, called "nuns," mark the center of the channel, the right angle of the tilt regis-

tering the speed of the current. Bridges, Iocks, and dams parcel or divide the river into
rooms, which are called "pools" by the Corps. The cylindrical silos of grain elevators, the

domes of natural gas storage tanks, the chromium shafts of refineries, the sites of river
barge terminals, all mark points of transfer from the river space to the urban place. I
Reference points and prospects not only define passageway and movement direction but

they establish basic spatial dimensions and definitions of the place called the Mississippi
and its river towns. I Perched rsO feet above the river's surface on a bench in a river
park overlook, the river reveals itself as a scenic and recreational landscape. It is from

this vantage that the river is no longer an industrial space but a landscape.

OI the River crnd On the River

River towns have a dual function: to serve as

front door or living room to the activities and functions of both the river and the adjacent

agricultural and urban settlements of the hinterland. The towns engage the river in two
ways that we characterize as of the river and on the river. I Objects, institutions, and

spaces that have direct contact or direct visual access either down a street or from an

overlook to the main channel of the Mississippi River are classed as on the river. Objects,

institutions and spaces that are located in the space where the edge of the prairie or

inland plain overlaps with the topography of the Mississippi River Corridor are classified

as of the river. I The applications of these two principles to the wide variety of river
corridor terrains coupled with the obiects, institutions, and spaces of each community
have resulted in a rich matrix of urban river landscapes. There are towns that step up

from the river, others step down, others spread alongside, some push into the river as if
they were giant public porches extending into the front lawn, and some surround the

river and attempt to capture it. I River towns start from a similar kit of urban building
blocks: a gridded city plan and blocks, city parks, town squares, the county courthouse,

churches, mansions, grain silos, bridges, Main Streets, and a standard array of Front Streets,

Elm Streets, and numbered streets. In plan they look much the same; in experience each
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is different, each has taken the set of parts and arranged them to address the two person-

alities of river towns. I In every river town, the plan view shows the town's buildings
organized into gridded blocks. Many of the gridded blocks are oriented to the river, oth-
ers with the grid lines of the national survey. On the ground and within the river corridor,
the points that appear on the horizon are the result of the collision of the plan grid orga-

nization of buildings and gardens and the topography of the river valley. I What ap-

pears in view are church steeples, county courthouse domes, industrial smokestacks and
cemetery obelisks placed on elevated promontories or the slope of a hill, river overlook
parks carved from the outcroppings of river bluffs, broad verandas wrapping around houses

perched on a bluff. AII of these elements are combined differently from town to town.
They describe the basic organization, cultural content, spatial order of the town and how
it engages the river on one side and the adjacent hinterland on the other. I The result is
a distinct civic topography of elements that define the Fourth Coast cities' civic terrain.
Topography, parcelization, land use, open space, and architecture have been used to es-

tablish a relationship to the surrounding world and to establish an internal, ordered world
within the boundaries of civic terrain.

Cutting Across the Americcrn Grain

In these studies I hove sought to re-nqme the things seen,
now lost in a choos oI borrowed titles, many oI them
inoppropriote, under which the true chqrocter lies hid.
In letters, in journols, reports oI hoppenings, I have
recognized new contours suggested by old words so thqt
new nqmes were constituted...it has been my wish to
draw lrom every source one thing, the stronge phospho-
rous of the life, ncrmeless under qn old misoppellotion.

- Williom Ccrrlos Willioms

We traveled up the length of the Mississippi
River. We crossed an ocean of grain fields, rows of cotton and sugar cane, forests of refin-
eties, and climbed to the top of grain terminals whose conveyor arms stretched from
storage silos across the river levee to Russian ships loading their holds with grain from
the heartland of America. I Clearly the river is the backbone of a hardworking national
agricultural, industrial infrastructure. But on first glance there seems to be only a trace of
urbanism, appearing as outposts or centers standing midst the fields of rural landscape.
Passage up the river-learning new history, seeing from a new point of view, construct-
ing questions in discussion-cut through this rural mist, revealing in the horizon a richly
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diverse urban landscape. In the grain of this landscape is a substrata of American cities,
towns, and places built upon a uniquely original interpretation of urban time, space, and
place. I It is a definition of urban in which expressions of urbanity and place derive
from the ways civic bodies value the wealth of the land and transform known urban
typologies within their definition of "nature." The building block of the public domain
does not reside in the design of the "temple" and the "block" alone. It relies upon the way
the land is formed and the temple and block are placed to extend the civic qualities from
the lay of the land. In this manner the dome of the county courthouse is seen in tandem
with the rounded edge of the river bluff park in the distance. A pool of river water held by
the arching vaults of a lock and dam in front of the town's river mainstreet becomes a
grand civic room, piazza, or zocalo. I A lesson to be learned from all of these is the
effort and vision that cultures and individuals have endured in order to marshal local
resources together with their utopian dreams to create a proper geomorphic foundation
for their buildings, gardens, and cities. They didn't accept parcels out of hand. Rather
they constructed or revealed sites to establish a grounded framework for the development
of a specific urban place. I Cutting through the American grain has presented a set of
new observations, a revision of American urban history, rendering for us a new map from
which to imagine and build. The new map reorients our view of the world. The new point
of view frames an image of experiments and transformations within the evolution of the
continent's development. I The Mississippi River is the center line between the roots
and basis of our colonial heritage. The rediscovery of the ancient cultural traditions of
Native Americans moves upward and skyward to the dreams and aspirations of our na-
tion and the myth of the west. It is a view of an urban landscape with two basic dimen-
sions of scale and size. One, the wilderness forest and the civic clearing. The other, the
American desert, the open vast horizon, the hill, the plain, and the isolated tree. Two
definitions of space, one where urban enclosure is defined by architecture, the other where
enclosure is defined by urban landscape. I Like explorers before us we were drawn to
the Mississippi Valley to discover the iost cities of legend-places filled with a wealth of
riches and people of intellect and insight, to provide answers to our many questions
about the nature of this new strange land. In many ways we discovered the lost city that
the Spanish conquistadors so desperately sought. We discovered foundations for the other
American city, the city of the Fourth Coast.

MINNESOTA BEMIDII, MINNESOTA LAKE ITASCA STATE PARK, M]NNESOTA.
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Postscript

For many Americans the idea of traveling the Mississippi River has a romantic appeal that

is irresistible. lt invokes images of a simpler America, the idea of "frontier," of freedom,

of adventure, of living by your wits, of what it means to be an American. ln a sense it

implies a voyage of self-discovery. 0n the other hand, for those of us who have a natural

skepticism about our American myths, it suggests an escape into nostalgia and a

yearning for things that are no longer relevant to the problems we currently face.

When William Morrish and Catherine Brown suggested an

expedition to the "Fourth Coast" as a way to investigate the roots of American urbanism,

I was torn between my natural curiosity and instinct to explore and those of skepticism as

to whether such a trip could be a significant learning experience. Fortunately, this expedi-

tion avoided the pitfalls of nostalgia and captured the opportunities of genuine discovery.

ln hindsight, the benefits of such a trip now seem obvious, but at the time the risks

seemed real. The insights about American urbanism that are manifest in this publication

are a remarkable tribute to the explorers'vision, to their willingness to take risks, to see

things anew, and to find the underlying principles and lessons in both the ordinary and the

strange. The Mississippi River, its physical presence and historical development, as seen

in this issue of Design Quarterly has turned outto be a culturalartifact of fascinating

complexity, a virtual textbook on American urbanism.

The expedition format - the sequential experience of urban

landscapes combined with drawing, analysis, seminars, and discussion - had a cumula-

tive learning effect of great depth. Visiting and analyzing forty American towns, one after

the other within six weeks, created an intensity of focus on urban design that is rarely

achieved. lssues seen thirty or forty times, layered one on top of the other in slightly

different ways, forge new associations and an understanding of relationships that might

otherwise not be discovered in a lifetime. Toward the end of the expedition when students

were analyzing one aspect of the most recently visited urban landscape, they immediately

made references to dozens of similar phenomena experienced earlier on the trip. lndeed,

the expedition revealed an American urbanism of unusual subtlety and depth - a descrip-

tion and comparative analysis of the elements and ideas that constitute its essence and

an understanding of their historical and regional morphologies.

What might have been been simply an exercise in nostalgia

was instead a remarkable voyage of discovery. lt has laid the foundation and established

the research agenda for the Design Center for American Urban Landscape.

Harrison Fraker

30



Catherine R. Brown and William R.

Morrish established CITWEST

in 1980, an urban design frrm

specializing in the cultural and

aesthetic development of

American cities. Now at the Design

Center for American Urban

Landscape at the University of
Minnesota, Brown and Morrish are

coordinating a team of scholars,
practitioners, and students to
establish the framework and

content for future practice and

studies in American urban design.

Ms. Brown, Coordrnator of Special
Projects at the Center, and an

urban designer, received a

Bachelor of Landscape

Architecture degree f rom

Louisiana State University and a

Masters of Landscape Architecture
and Urban Design degree from
Harvard University Graduate

School of Design.

Mr. Morrish, Director of the Center

and Associate Professor of
Architecture, and an architect and

urban designer, received a

Bachelor of Architecture degree

from the University of California,

Berkeley and a Masters of

Architecture and Urban Design

from Harvard University Graduate

School of Design. He is the

recipient of a National Endowment

for the Arts Fellowship for his

publication Civiliz ing Terrains, an

annotated essay illustrating the
impact of geomorphology upon

urban space and settlement.

Participants

Architecture and Landscape
Architecture Students:
Susan Braun

Nina Broadhurst

Jancis Curiskis

lMary deLaittre

Mindy Edelstein

Deborah Everson

Kai Haller

Susan Maag

Daniel Peterson

Sharon Reichert

Fred Ruzomalski

Jerome Ryan

Valeri Schillberg

Jeanne Sterner

Mark Tambornino

Ben Trousdale

Design Center Faculty and
Staff:
Catherine Brown

Michael Mercil

William Morrish

Carol Salmon

Carol Swenson

Sara Weiner

Project Support

Major funding for programming and planning was provided by the National
Endowment for the Arts under the Discover America lnitiative of the Design Arts
Program, and by the Dayton Hudson Foundation on behalf of Dayton,s and

Target Stores through its ongoing support of the Design Center. U.S.West loaned

cellular phones and contributed local service.

Substantial planning assistance was provided by staff members of the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, Mississippi River Parkway Commission, U.S. Coast Guard,
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, National Park Service, and by
faculty of Tulane, Louisiana State, Washington, and Cornell Universities. Over fifty
individuals from across the country provided advice and information on subjects
ranging from logistics to course development. Also part of the planning process

was Captain William Bowell, Padelford Packet Boat Company, who chartered the
Viking Explorer and piloted the boat.

Every community visited mailed information and materials. 0f particular note are

Louisiana, Missouri; Quincy, lllinois; Davenport, lowa; St. Louis, Missouri; Red

Wing, Minnesota and Alma, Wisconsin, who planned special events, provided

volunteer tour guides or scheduled presentations by mayors andlor city planners

Substantial in-kind support was offered by various University of Minnesota

departments. Research, planning, and teaching support was received from the
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs and the Departments of Geography, Studio
Arts, Architecture, and Landscape Architecture. University Relations coordinated
news releases to national, regional, and local news media. The College of
Architecture and Landscape Architecture (CALA) provided uncounted hours of
administrative support, arranged for a "Welcome Home" party and other special

events related to the expedition, and made available the architecture building

courtyard for the exhibition of student work.Participants in Portions of the
Expedition:
Nan Almstead

Tom Anding

Thora Cartlidge

William Casey

Patrick Condon

Nancy Rutledge Connery

Roger Clemence

Sandy deMontille

Paul Dienhert

David Dillon

Holly Dominie

Tom Foley

Harrison Fraker

Molly Fraker

Susan Frey

William Gass

Mary Gass

Jerry Johnson

George Liosos

0lga Makahanova

Linda Mack

Elizabeth Meyer

Randy McAusland

Roger Miller

Cindy Randall

Connie Reps

John Reps

lVlichael Robinson

Garth Rockcastle

lVary Rockcastle

Tom Rose

Georgi Shamvian

Stewart Turnquist

Susan Ubbelohde

Mary Vogel
3I



Bibliography

Billington, Ray Allen. Westward Expansion: A History of the American

Frontier. New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., lnc., i974.

Brownell, Balin A. "Urbanization in the South: A Unique Experience?" in

Mississippi Quarterly: The Journal of Southern Culture, XXI (1973),

1 05-1 20.

Clark, John G., "Planting a Delta Town," in John G. Clark. New 0rieans,
1718-1812: AnEconomic History. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State

University Press, 1970, 3-20.

"Spanish Louisiana, 1763-1772, and English Economic

Domination," in John G. Clark. New jrleans, 17 18-1812: An

Economic History. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,

r970, 158-180.

Conzen, Michael P. The Making of the Americ an Landsc ape. Boston : Unwin

Hyman Ltd., 1990.

Crutchfield, JamesA. The Natchez Trace: A Pictorial History. Nashville:

Rutledge Hill Press, 1985.

Davis, Norah Deakin. Ihe Fathe r of Waters: A Mississippr Riv er Chronicle.

San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1982.

Ekberg, Carl J. Coloniai Ste. Genevieve: An Adventure on the Mississippi
Frontier. Gerald, Ml: The Patrice Press, 1985.

lllich, lvan. H20 and the Waters of Forgetfulness. Dallas: The Dallas lnstitute

of Humanities and Culture, 1985.

Jackson, J.B. American Space: Ihe Centennial Years. NewYork: Norton

t972.

_, and Ervin H. Zube, ed. Landscapes: Selected Writings of J.B.

Jackson. Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1 970.

Lewis, Henry. The Valley of the Mississippi lllustrated. St. Paul: Minnesota

Historical Society, 1967. (Originally published in German in 1854
under the title Das illstrrrte Mississippithal, by Arnz and Company of
Du sseldorf.

Lewis, Pierce F. New )rleans: The Making of an Urban Landscape.

Cambridge: Ballinger Publishing Company, a subsidiary of J.B.

Lippincott Company, 1976.

McDermott, John Francis. The LostPanoramas ofthe Mississippi. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1958.

McPhee, John. The Control of Nature. New York: Ganar Straus Giroux,

1 989.

Meinig, D.W. The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years

of History;Volume l: Atlantic America 1 492-1800. New Haven and

London: Yale University Press, 1986.

Morrish, William R . Civilizing T err ains: Mountarns, Mounds, and Mesas.

Minneapolis: Design Center for American Urban Landscape, 1989.

Peterson, l/errill D., "Louisiana," in Merrill D. Peterson. Thomas Jefferson and

ihe New Nation: A Biography, London and New York: Oxford University

Press,1970,745-789.

Reps, John W. The Making of Urban America. Meriden, Connecticut: lvleriden

Gravure Company, 1965.

Silverberg, Robert. The Mound Builders. Athens: 0hio University Press, 1970.

Tuan, Yi-Fu. Topophilia: A Stu dy of Envtonmental Perception, Attitudes and

Values. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, lnc., 1974.

Turner, Frederick Jackson. The Frontier in American History. New York: Henry

Holt and Company, 1939.

Spiit of Place, the Making of an American Literary Landscape.

San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1989.

Twain, Mark. Life on the Mlssissippi. New York: Hastings House, 1 94 1

Weatherford, Jack. lndian Givers: How the Indians o! the AmericasTransformed

the World. NewYork: FawcettColumbine, 1988.

Williams, William Carlos. In the American Grain. New York: New Directions

Publishing Corporation, 1956.

Worster, Donald. Rivers of Empie. New York: Pantheon Books, 1985

Fowler, Melvin L. The Cahokia Atlas: A Historical Atlas of Cahokia

Ar chaeology. Springield: lllinois Historic Preservation Agency,

I 989.

Friedman, Mildred, ed. "The River: lmages of the Mississippi," Design

Quarterly l0l/702. Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1 976.

Morris,Wright, Ed. IheMissrssippiRiverReader. NewYork: Anchor-Doubleday,

1962.

Turner, Frederick W . Beyond Geography: The Western Spirit Against the
Wlderfless. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1983.



Design Quarterly

Editor
Mildred Friedman

Design
Glenn Suokko

Illustrotion Credits
All illustrations not otherwise credited are

by William R. Morrish

Front cover: Five Urban Landscapes,

Deborah Everson

Page 5: Winona, MN, and Cassville, WI,

Sharon Reichert;

Page 6: Pilot Town, and Evergreen

Plantation,Tom Foley

Page 9: Tow andBarge, Memphis, TN

postcard; Mississippi Mu4 Deborah

Everson and Valerie Schillberg

Page I 0: Lock 5A, Sara Weiner

Page I 3: St. Louis Arch, Sharon Reichert;

C ahokia, Sharon Reichert

Page I 6: Lock 5A, Deborah Everson; Aerial

View, Sara Weiner

Page 19: )ld River Control, Sharon

Reichert; Hydrological Model, courtesy

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Page20'. Louisiana, M0, Sharon Reichert

Page 23: Lake Pepin, Jancis Curiskis;

Pike's Peak, Sharon Reichert

Page24: Quincy, lL, Sharon Reicheit

P age 27'. Quincy, lL, and Alma, W, Sharon

Reichert

Back cover: Rtver lcons, Mary delaittre
and Jeanne Sterner

This issue hqs been mcde Possible
in port by o generous gront {rom
The Andrew W. Mellon Foundotion
in support oI Wqlker Art Center
publicctions. Additionol support hcs
come Irom Hermcn Miller, Inc.

Design Qu arterly is published Spring,

Summer, Fall and Winter by The MIT Press,

Cambridge, Massachusetts and London,

England, for the Walker Art Center,

Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Copyright Inlormotion
The code below indicates the copyright

owners' consent that copies of the issue may

be made for personal or internal use, or for

personal or specific clients. The consent is

given, however, on the condition that the

copier pay the stated percopy fee througlt 
.

the Copyright Clearance Center, lnc., 21

Congress St., Pickering Wharf, Salem MA

01970, for copying beyond that permitted by

Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright

Law. This consent does not extend to other

kinds of copying, such as copying for

general distribution, for advertising or

promotional purposes, for creating new

collective works, or for resale.

001 l-941 5/91ls00001-32 Sl 0.00/0

o t99l Walker Art Center and

Massachusetts lnstitute of Technology

tssN 0011-9415

Design Quarterlyis indexed in

ARTbibliographies and Art lndex.

Business OIIices

Subscriptions, address changes, and mailing

list correspondence should be addressed to;

Journals Department

The MIT Press

55 Hayward Street

Cambridge MA02L42

Subscription Rotes

S22 for individuals and S45 for institutions.

Subscribers outside the United States and

Canada add S12 for surface postage, S18

for airmail. Single copies of current issues:

58.00; special issues: S10.00. To be

honored free, claims for missing issues must

be made immediately upon receipt of the

next published issue.

Wqlker Art Center Boord OI Directors

Choirmon
H.B. Atwater, Jr

President
Gary Capen

Vice-Choirmen
E. Peter Gillette, Jr
Sarah M. Lebedoff
Lawrence Perlman

Secretcry
Kathy Halbreich

Trecsurer
David M. Galligan

Ann Birks
Ralph W. Burnet
Alfred A. Checchi

John Cowles, Jr.
Thomas M. Crosby, Jr.

Mrs. Julius E. Davis

Julia W. Dayton

Martha Gabbert
Katherine Walker Grifflth

Andrew C. Grossman

Esperanza GuerreroAnderson
Nils Hasselmo

Ann Hatch

Wellington S. Henderson, Jr.

Erwin A. Kelen

Richard M. Kovacevich

Josef Kuhn

Anita H. Kunin

Jeanne Levitt
Bruce A. Lilly

Reid MacDonald

Mrs. Malcolm A. McCannel

Joan Mondale

Caroline Hall 0tis
Thomas L. 0wens
Mrs. Michael Roeder

Lucy Rogers

Stephen G. Shank
Harriet S. Spencer

John G. Taft
Philip Von Blon

Adrian Walker

Brooks Walker, Jr.

Elaine B. Walker

John C. Walker

Stephen E. Watson

W. Hall Wendel, Jr.

David M. Winton
Alice E, Wittenberg
R. Walker Yeates

Ex-OIIicio
Hon. Donald M. Fraser

Hon. James Scheibel

George Dahl

Commissioner Sam Sivanich



Ira

T

r![H

,
fr'"

;iNu

m ___<

ffirEN
,4

\ L-

A I\
rt\

IT

''\ .r:...

f,

kJ

r&

ffi I
/

-lr


