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An urban war zone only a decade ago, Manhattan’s Bryant Park is an oasis at-
tracting thousands of midday visitors. Could Cincinnati learn from its example?

Park

a how-to
for city

By Barry M. Horstman

Poat staff reponter

NEW YORK —Th
or 50 ago, urban con
notes, when “you ¢
unarmed without ta
hands.”

At lunchtime Tuesday, though, when
nearly 6,000 peaple flocked to the gra 11
park on a gloriously bright day in midtown
Manhattan, the only dangers lurking
seemed to be sunburn or not finding a place
to sit

The dramatic turnaround at the 161-year-
old park built on a former potter's field, Al-
schuler and others believe, holds in
lessons for Cincinnati as it pond
£l ar revitalizing Fountain Squar
of a comprehen rejuvenation program
fora downtown s iy rebounding from

See PARKon 6A

go i Bryunt Park
g your life in vour

On warm, sunny days, thousands of
New Yorkers flock to Bryant Park, a
green oasis some feel could serve as a
maodel for revitalizing Fountain Square.
Above, one of the park's older visitors
manages to find a quiet spot to read.
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From 1A

the lingering elfects of s 2001
nets:

“If ¥ou're looking Lor a inodel
vou couldn’t do mucli betiey
suld Alschuler, w consultian Lo
Mavor Charlie Luken s Econon-
w Development Task Fares,

Not all Cihvlnnutinns would
AgIeE - vel. Long iintnied 1o
viewing New York as the poster
child far nearly every conveiva-
ble big-city 1l fnany Clnitnna:
iians, community leadess and av.
erpge citizens wlike, share (e
attitude that o the Big Apple ix
Hie atiswer 1o the Quee (il -
probiemis ien (he cure peybaps
1 warss than the digruse

Braanl Park, however (uy bie
i rotale exception. Becise 1|je
clearest ghimpse at Fountam
Square’s polential faiug
tonie, 1ot from (e
pot]s circilistmg Cina
Hall and otlier forat atliees. but
H00 miles 1o the vorthrast 1 a
bustling park thot has becaiiie
o of Llie oSt ispicig o b
FUCORES STaries o1 Aoy

Anv'comparisan bojlwney
Bryant Park avd Foulthin
Square must tuke mto weonam
obvious dillerence:
Eighit-gcie Brount Pk
erably biggar (han one k-
wide Fournitain Sguare, and witl-
i a tew blocks has wivess 1o
many tiyes move people (Hun
the 85000 workers tound
toughout all ol dewiiown Cin-
cinnill, Moreover Fountain
Square. lust month’s futal «hoot
ing nowithstandmg. bas pever
remotely approwched Brown)
Park’'s one-1jie serjols crime
leve]

Even se.afflcwls i both gites
inddst that manyol the ideas tha
cessrrecied Braunt Park could
pumhip muclietieeded lile mio the
squiiare Haat L Jooeg e Clie -
natr's geographic and <piritus
hean

Namved alter poel and editor
Willtat Cullen Brywt, Brvan
Park crackleswith the kind ot er,.
2y, vibraney and actvits only
oaveasionslly lotd @t Fountuin
Squate. despite the lalters tam-
maen description as “ihe ozl
stressiul urban plaza in Alner
e = b quarnter century-ald eit
ton [rom urban dezigiers wnon
valid mare in w astoricw]
CONEMEOlaby ssiise

Sunny dovs rodlinely deaw
~rowds of 4.000 10 5.000 brown
vagger=1o Bryant Pailk for lynel
and ubaut 20,000 0verall thirougl-
out the day - the kind ol ¢rowd
that Fountain Square a1 lrac = on.
i P T8

P

such us Oktoberfest or the light-
ing of the ¢ity’s Christmas tree,
Brvant Park s normal crowd is
u diverse one. ranging from
shiarply athired businessmen and
wunes 1o purents and grundpar
ent: walehing children yide @ care
rouzel to plavers exuding @ stud-
ted cusumlness ax [hey take
advantage of the bovee court,
chess bourds and backgammon
tables. A rough headvount is
made datly at 115 pom. by two
warkers with hand tabulators,
with Tuesdauy's total of nearly
A.800 - auributable iy part toa
break hinthe chilly, rainy weather
thiel preceded (1 - being un all-
T Toele-liowr fiigls.
Deterpuned fo ttake e park
more St =inipha place where s
by Junchtinie crowd pauses for
A hall lour, Bryant Park's man-
agers have ¢ralted an attpactive,
vonsantly changing ltineup of
varied oflerings und activilies 1o
ke 1w destination where peo-
ple linger sucoeeding in anather
4rea inowhleh Foauntain Square
lall: vhor
Free voga lessons und free
sireless [niernet access are
lures, the latier persugding nany
who lermerly rushed back 1o
their eftives to oring their lap-
taps and steatels their lunch hour
Aflter business hours, thoueands
throw blustkers onthe park s lush
Girrat Lawn to enjoy ~Broadway
iderthe Stars "and clisshe mo-
Vil sy weeldy 8 sunset dui-
ing the spring und sumimer. The
vigaest viowds. approaching
15000, uie drwws by periodic (ree
voncerts by big-name acts such
ar Sung und the Barenaked La-
dies, aud the park aixo hosts the
week|y cancert series of ABCs
Good Mornng Amertea”
Perhaps niost ympartant,
cpne. onie on the verge of con-
MPkg e park wnd lorcing
nearly wll desrable visitors and
wiivities from i now s all but
Henexizient, Abol 1wo dozei
hamelezs peaple live 1 the park.
=xcept foi the overnight hours
When it is vlosed, bul they are s
bewvily outmimbered as to be
neither adelerent novathrest o
atliep viagor-

Yeou'll hever lisar anvane say
thes don’) leel safe in Bryant
Purke.” =uid Daiivl Biederman,
eevitive director of the Bevant
Purl: Restoration Corp., the pri-
Sale pow-prolit:group Ut man-
ges the parke. ~Now these's o fe-
v tnavhe every olher vear ™

Thul i a huppy, against-all:
odd> cuding that ance would
lisve boen dismiseed as too im
pansible even for Broadway au-
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Park: Lessons could be applied to Square

of nearby 42nd Street,

Situated near Times Square
behind the New York Public Li-
brary, the site that would eventu-
ally become Brvant Park once
saw Washungton s lroops race
acrogs L after being routed by tlie
British in the Battle of Long ls-
tund in the Revelulionary War
and later, during the Civil War.
was used for Union Armiy drills.

That part of the park s colorful
history seems especially appro-
priate. because by the late 18705
It had become an urban war zone,
a hiven Tor deug dealers and
muggers avoided by savvy New
Yorkers. Nearly 760 serious
erimes ovvurred there annually,
prompling many office worlkers
and residents 1o walk & block put
ol theirway fo avold even coming
into contact with the park's pe-
rimeter on Sixth Avenue be-
tween 40th wnd 42nd streets, par-
tieularly afer sundown,

Inderd. only five years after
the New York Landmarks Pres-
ervation Commission desvribed
Bryunt Park as —an urban amen-
ity worthy of our clvic pride.” tir-
ban sociologist William White of-
fered @ more sobering
assessment in a 1879 report in
which hecancluded: “1I'vou went
oul and hired the dope dealers,
vou couldn't get a more villai-
nous crew to show voutlie urges-
vy ol the situation.”

With that bleak prognosis
serving as a call 1o arms. finane
ing and prodding Itom the Rock-
efeller Brothers Fund led to the
exlablishment in the 1980s of the
Bryunt Purk Restoration Corp.,
which launched a decade-long
campalgn to transtorm the park
viaa plan calling for privale man-
agement and funding.

New York officials. only loo
happy to hand ofTa seemingly in-
soluble dilemima 1o the private
sevior. enthusiastically backed
e idea, guided by then-Mayor
Ed Koeh's willingness to em-
bruce one of the parly exaniples
of privatization of municipal ser-
vives in America, The BPRC now
oversess every facetof park oper-
ations. from securily and litiey
remnoval to flower planting and
lease negottalions with the
park’s Lenants.

Nearly $18 million. most of i
private dopations from adjacent
praperty owners and others,
eventually bankrolled the park's
renovation. Today, the BPRC's
$4 million annual budget also
vanmes lrom private <ources
aboul §750,000 of it from assess
ments on adjacent properties
und the rest from lease pavmenis

other major events held in the
park annually.

Opposition. however. canie
from preservationists who, de-
spite the fact that the park was
well on its way to becoming a
public space used only by those
members of the public who were
criminals, wanted it to remain
untouched. Others disapproved
of turning over a small percent.
age of a public park 1o private
businesses such as the upscale
Bryant Park Grill restaurant and
e eream, coffee and snuck
klosks, while some perceived a
conspiracyioconvert the park ln-
to » quasi-backvard for the sur
rounding hugh-rises Lhal over
time would lorve others out of it,

Once the “new” Brvamt Park
opened in 1992 though. the cam-
plaints evaporated. Literally
overnight, crime dropped by 82
percent and the number of an-
nival visitors doubled. patterns
that have continued in the same
direction for the past decade

In “A Guide to Great Ameri-
can Publi¢ Places.” Cianni Lon-
go calls Bryant Purk “one of the
most sensiul, grareful open
spuces i New York City.” Brount
Park, Alschuler adds, 15 “a new
Central Park ol the crossrouds of
the city” thar, thanks 1o exten-
slve media exposure i concerts
and other high-prafile events,
has seen its distinetive 300-
by-2t5fool luwn. Manked on one
side by the library's impesing fa-
cade, become an invreasingly
identifiable New York City lutid-
mark. When officials searched
foran effective ssmbol for New
York City’s bid lor the 2012 Sum.
mer Olympie Games. s huge
“NYC 2012 was mowed in
Bryvanl Park's Lawa to be phote-
graphed from above

Despite Bryant Purk's larger
stre. creative andscaping givesit
a more intimale, reluxed and ver-
dant almosphere than the rather
harsh environment created by
Fountain Square's largely paved
dexign - aconcept that Alschuler,
who favors @ much greener Foun-
lain Square. has consistently
urged Cincinnati leaders to heed
From certain spots in the park.
LOWering trees create a celling
that blocks out the neurby high-
rises. and even at the most ex.
posed paints. (he lrees soflen the
views of the surrounding von-
vrete, steel und glass

“Ii sabit ofacliche wo cull tLan
oasis. | guess. but that's wha o
15" marketing vonsultent Robent
Loeb <iid last week while enpoy.
ing an outdoor linwii witli four
colleggues. “One minule vou'te

boom!. vou're in this hitle quiet,
green paich. You van almost for-
geLvou're in the city”

Perlaps no one is more
pleased about Bryvant Park's re-
versal of fortune than «urround-
ing property owners. who have
seen land values and leases soar
over |he past decade. At the
Grace Building. a gently sloped
hugh-rise Lhat rarely lopped 80
Petcent ocoupancy @l prices ave:
raging about $35 per square foot
in'the early 19805, now is fully
leused at rutes in the mid-o-hugh
§50< range, Biederman said

Anaward citation from the Ui
ban Land Institule underlines
the impresasive progress ~The
success of the park. ™ the ULI
award said, “feeds the success of
the neighborhiood.”

In trying to apply the lessons
of Bryvant Park 1o Cincinnati, Al-
schuler focuses on “three things
they did nghl” in transferring
the park’s managemenl to a pri-
vate enlity, redevelaping i with

revenue generated by the restau-
rant and other activities, and
“policing It agpgressively”

While addressing various Cin-
cinnull audiences in recent
mgnths, Alschuler has consis-
teatly hammered away at all
three points, A new group that
congolidates the efforis of exist-
ing dowlitown organizations, he
savs, vould streamiline planning
for Fountain Square and sur-
reunding blocks of retai] A
“glass café” would be a welcome
addition 1o the square, he adds

But none of thay will mutter,
lie emphasizes, unless down-
town =afety - in reality and per-
ceplion - is no longer an issue. “I7
n's not sale, nothing else mat-
ters,” Alschuler told one group
lust week at the Mercantile Li-
brary

Ifnothing else, Bryant Park -
where one day this week the only
HUNE a decurity guard had Lo wor-
rvubout was & tippedover chair -
proves his point
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