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Abstract

Urban landscapes continue to be shaped by dynamic social, cultural, and economic infl uences. Water remains one 
component of the landscape that continues to reside in a fl ux space, infl uential for life and economic means, but also 
transportation and recreation, contained and confl icted, but also blurry and free. 

Savannah, Georgia is a prime example of a city infl uenced heavily by its waterways. Its strategic location at the 
intersections of the Savannah River,  Intracoastal Waterway, and Atlantic Ocean have made it a key trading town with 
expanding demands for port infrastructure. Th ese port spaces are new investments to the region, yet oft en isolated from 
the city, politically hostile, and continue to become privatized, excluding any possible social or cultural interactions 
with the public. Th e Port of Savannah and its future port, Jasper Ocean Terminal, will continue to shape landscapes and 
population growth in this river basin. 

Th e situation in Savannah is similar to other port regions around the world. Economies infl uence the building and 
change to the landscape surrounding the port for effi  ciency. Landscape architects in this subfi eld are oft en coming in 
aft erwards to help meet environmental mitigation goals or complete master plans that are never fully implemented. 
Rather than designing the entire region as a new urban landscape, there is an underutilized ability to perceive relationships 
across water and land, and be infl uenced to make design moves based on an understanding and discovery of potential 
interdependencies between spaces outside the confi nes of a singular site.

Many landscape architects have written about the fl ows of distribution and invisible global markets that determine how 
waterways function, but very few have employed historic and contemporary analysis to how a landscape design approach 
fi nding latent properties across existing watery landscapes can be socially, culturally, and politically infl uential from the 
local, rather than the global. While port authorities in Savannah and Charleston have tried to cooperate and compete 
for economic means, this research involves a landscape approach that involves design with value to systems thinking, 
cultural ecologies, and public realm that can foster new experiences and spatial relationships within the waterways that 
have not been explored before in Savannah, adding value to this region in ways other than strictly economic. 

Gray Parker
Master of Landscape Architecture Th esis, 2015-16

Auburn University
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The study of Savannah’s waterways has allowed 
for new opportunities and exposure that can 
be designed and documented by landscape 
architects. Landscape architects have an 
inherent interest in designing and planning for  
social, political, environmental, and cultural 
interactions within public landscapes. 

Within this regional landscape, historic and 
contemporary case studies were influential in 
framing an arguement about the privatizing 
nature of Savannah’s waterways, and the need to 
visualize a landscape with diverse interests and 
acessibility. 

Design tests have been influenced by the analysis 
and knowledge gained about the region and its 
spatial relationships, as well as influence from 
people and projects across built environment 
professions who strive for systems thinking, 
cultural ecologies, and public realm as integral 
pieces of desiging and expanding conditions in 
the landscape that allow for integral benefits and 
experiences across regions. 

This exploration began by diagramming the 
political and economic histories of Savannah’s 
waterways to stimulate curiosity about the 
different types of existing man-made and 
natural water systems in this region. The project 
focuses on the potential of design to re-organize 
and influence new kinds of diverse recreation 
and economic possiblities of engaging 
these waterways in a region where water is 
overwelmingly dictated by logistics and private 
ownership. Each of the waterways in Savannah 
are tested by design in ways that relate to systems 
thinking,  cultural ecologies, and public realm. 
Each of these typologies influenced the location, 
form, and strategies for the waterways. 

SITUATING THE STUDY

Figure 1
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The situation in Savannah is similar in 
other port regions around the world. 
Economies influence the building and 
change to the landscape surrounding the 
port for efficiency. Landscape architects 
in this subfield are  often coming in 
afterwards to help meet environmental 
mitigation goals or complete master 
plans that are never fully implemented. 
Rather than designing the entire region 
as a new urban landscape, their is 
an underutilized ability to perceive 
relationships across the land, and be 
influenced to make design moves based 
on an understanding and discover of 
potential interdependencies between 
spaces outside the confines of a singular 
site.

Keller Easterling writes about the skill 
of detecting opportunities in a regional 
landscape as “an art and an object of 
design. Rather than being restricted to 
the more familiar singular object form 
or masterplan, leveraging relationships 
and interdependencies allows architects 
and urbanists to organize a stream 
of objects. The artistry involves not 
the representations of planning 
arrangements, but the population effects 
in a larger reconstituted landscape” 
(Easterling “Interplay” 1). Her use of the 
word “stream” is particularily important 
in this project as a metaphor to 
understanding the regional waterways 
because these design tests have 
attempted to prove and showcase how 
landscape architects are much more 
likely to influence and support multiple 
stakeholders and organizations when 
thinking about planning of “streams” 
and movement. 

Benton MacKaye, a forester and often 
forgotten but relevant theorist to the 
profession, thought about planning the 
landscape of “streams” and movement 
in what he coined liquid planning 
(“Plan the Planet” 1).. The inventor 
of the Appalachian Trail, he believed 
that latent properties in the landscape 
could be visualized and re-imagined 
by the work of landscape architects and 
urbanists. 

MacKaye’s unique approach to 
working and seeing the landscape 
as something undertaken as “the 
planning of movement or activity”, 
has been incredibly influential in the 
opportunisitic possiblities of public 
recreation and new economic markets 
that are possible within Savannah’s 
existing waterways to function at a more 
balanced and sustainable functionality.  

Shanti Levy is one contemporary 
scholar in the profession promoting 
the sustainable and beneficial 
interpretations of MacKaye’s work 
in current landscape practice. 
Levy writes  about how MacKaye’s  
approach to geotechnics gave him an 
understanding   of scientfic charting 
and how to make both practical  
and artful design interventions 
with the landscape. She champions 
MacKaye’s interpretations of urban 
and regional design as finding latent 
systems in the ground or land, and 
visualizing the potential designs 
to be “tactical in that it focuses on 
the most minimal intervention 
to spur the most fundamental re-
ordering” (Levy 1).  These catalytic 
desires from landscape architectural 
practice are not as promenent 
as they could be, and they will 
continue to be influential in the 
complexities of dealing with regional 
stakeholders and budget constraints 
that often hold up inspiration for 
massive landscape projects that 
coexist within major infrastructural 
projects. 

She recognizes MacKaye as a 
landscape theorist who predates 
landscape urbanism with a more 
cost-effective and practical 

MacKaye’s work remains influential 
today in thinking about regional 
landscapes and the uneven development 
between industrial expansion and 
natural resources.  MacKaye was 
writing his most well-known book, 
The New Exploration, during the 
Industrial Revolution. At that time, 
he believed that the country was in 
an unsustainable balance between 
nature and metropolis, wilderness 
and civilization (MacKaye:1962 27). 
MacKaye believed planning was about 
visualing the potentials of existing 
landscapes to function in new ways, and 
that “the final thing planned is not mere 
area or land, but movement or activity” 
(18). This approach to landscape should 
be utilized more often in thinking about 
regional landscapes as interrelated 
across sites and constantly adjusting.   

approach to landscape design. She 
acknowledges his attempts to design 
and plan for diversity between urban 
and rural landscapes that function 
together to create viable regions 
(Levy 1). 

Figure 10

Figure 11
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pedestrian at the top of the 
transporation hierarchy, with rails and 
highways leading out from the footpath 
(MacKaye:1921 7). This project would 
not only spur new development from 
an existing latent landscape, it would 
offer new perspectives and visualization 
of people’s relationship to the land and 
their surroundings. The industries 
are necessary, and might benefit from 
understanding this approach, a more 
integral and balanced attempt to offer 
recreation and economic possibilities 
with what the earth has to offer, 
rather than designing and inventing 
new developments that are not in 
relationship to the lands geological and 
cultural histories. 

The Appalachian Trail idea provides 
historic influence of an often 
underutilized approach to seeing the 
regional landscape. This project remains 
relevant today in a similar time of port 
expansion, and the ways this project 
has tested design of the waterways 
as potentials for new recreational 
opportunities that influence new 
personal experiences with the waterways 
and potential for new economic growth 
in the region. 

In specifically referencing to Panama 
Canal expansion and logistical 
landscapes, Brian Davis, Rob Holmes, 
and Brett Milligan offer an approach 
to regional landscape design that 
acknowledges the strength of this 
profession to harness a diverse set of 
values that are rarely found in logistical 
and economic formulas for city building. 

In writing about the values inherent 
in landscape architectural practice in 
tackling regional projects, they write 
“While the logistician frames every 
situation as a technical problem to be 
solved, the landscape designer sees 
a cultural project, an opportunity 
to bring together competing value 
systems and forms of expertise. 
Landscape foregrounds the values that 
are contested in a given project, and it 
does not assume that economic gain 
and efficient distribution are the only 
goals that matter” (Davis 1). These 
contemporary educators support the 
goals of this project and the efforts to 
channel MacKaye’s approach to the 
landscape that provides for diversity in 
experience and values, with the potential 
to surprise logistical frameworks, 
potentially benefitting the environment 
and the way that they build and expand. 

MacKaye’s proposal for the Appalachian 
Trail was a direct response to the 
overpowering influence of logistical 
and industrial expansion on the eastern 
seaboard of the United States. His 
proposal was a minimal intervention, 
finding the ridgetops of the Appalachian 
Mountains and using it as a footpath that 
would flip the transportation hierarchy 
(“Plan the Planet” 1).  He proposed that 
the footpath would organize the

“the final thing planned is not 
mere area or land, but movement 
or activity” 
- Benton MacKaye

Figure 12
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the waterways. Mexico City, once the 
ancient Mayan city of Tenochtitlan, was 
once referred to as “Venice of the New 
World” (Kagan 91). The city was built up 
on  the lake bed with canals and gardens 
situating the organization of the urban 
form. Today, evidence of the waterways 
in Mexico City are largely buried, with 
only one remaining canal and garden 
system in the borough of Xochimilco. 

Schjetnan’s understanding of the canal 
system’s history, and his passion for 
his city allowed for him to analyze 
and contribute material and planting 
palletes of the area into an ecological 
park that compliments the small market 
vendors and floating gardens along the 
endangered canals of Xochimilco. This 
project is an example of how a landscape 
architect’s sensitivity to local geography, 
history, and culture reflects design 
moves that affect regionality, and can 
promote a lost landscape and enhance 
its visability, experience, and market 
cultures.  

These traits of design and approaching 
regional landscapes as one in which 
exploration and understanding of 
context informs design moves and 
strategies. These case studies have been 
influential in looking and analyzing 
Savannah’s waterways for new 
opportunities. 

There are a few landscape architectural 
practioners who are employing design 
strategies and built  projects that 
relate to waterways in the landscape 
approach thath MacKaye valued as site 
relationships and latent potentials.

Often contemporary examples use 
a similar strategy, but with latent 
infrastructure such as railroad beds, 
road right-of-ways and highway 
underpasses. Ryan Gravel’s Atlanta 
Beltline project is an example of an 
exploration of abandoned rail lines in 
Atlanta that was able to be implemented 
as a regional park and development 
network, including enhanced 
perspectives throughout the city within 
existing and new neighorhoods and 
cultures. 

While these projects relate to the 
approach’s  values of systems thinking, 
cultural ecologies, and public realm, 
there are fewer contemporary landscape 
architectural projects that use an existing 
land form or hydrology to organize a 
regional landscape or waterway.

Related specifically to waterways, 
many of the European port cities have 
integrated civic life with logistical 
processes. The Port of Hamburg is one 
of Europe’s largest ports, and designers 
are actively involved in new recreational 
and development projects that are 
oriented towards the waterways and 
the cultures that define this region’s 
influences.

Mexican landscape architect Mario 
Schjetnan’s work portrays an acute 
understanding of native cultures and 
histories that inform new designs along 

Figure 13
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The first design explorations were tested 
on the Intracoastal Waterway.  By looking 
into maps, and researching about the 
port expansions on the Savannah River, 
the Intracoastal Waterway was located 
at the intersection of the Savannah 
River and the site of the newest port, 
the Jasper Ocean Terminal. This 
portion of the Intracoastal Waterway 
forms a transient region along the 
eastern seaboard, providing access for 
small barges and recreational travel. 
Within this area between Hilton Head 
Island, South Carolina and Savannah, 
Georgia, many river cultures related 
to shrimping, kayaking, and marine 
research are mapped in relation to the 
numerous private boat and yacht clubs 
that also exist in this segment. 

Design goals focused on understanding 
a systems thinking approach to the 
water and its transient nature, not only 
of people, but its multiple high and low 
tides each day. The designs relate to 
new kinds of transportation and public 
realm interaction that can also benefit a 
region of existing clubs and docks. 

The existing private spaces are revised 
into a network with public access in 
many of these areas, some residential 
in character, others more commercial. 
Many of these sites are directly related to 
commercial hubs and access to cultural 
ecologies that include fishing docks and 
shrimping piers. These historic activites 
might more seemlessly interact with new 
kinds of access, and have more visibility 
within a water network that supports 
their uniqueness within activites along 
the landscape. 

A mapping exercise showcases the 
spatial relationships between Savannah, 
Hilton Head, Jasper Ocean Terminal, 
and the Atlantic Ocean. New network 
sites have the potential to be designed 
for new transporation and public access 
potentials that diversify the users and 
uses of this transient and local waterway. 
Like the Appalachian Trail, the existing 
waterway and its histories are tested 
in ways to re-organize the uses and 
interpretations of how this water is 
experienced. 

LINEAR LANDSCAPES

Figure 15













Looking at a network of marinas in 
relation to logistical operations on 
the Intracoastal and Savannah River, 
hubs were chosen based on location 
to other sites and their potential to 
adjust function in a more public and 
time-based development.

Broad Creek Marina in Hilton 
Head is surrounded by residential 
development, with many people 
who already use the waterways as 
their main mode of transportation. 
This proposal envisions time-
released development, matching an 
interdependency between ecological 
islands and the expansion of mixed

use expansion that would occur if the 
new transit and recreation options 
were seen through. The ecological 
constructed islands would include native 
plantings that support wildlife, fishing, 
and absorb toxins from the increased 
traffic of boats and other vessels in this 
area. Aquatic gardens have the potential 
to become sources of recreation and 
food for the hub, and a new economic 
market could also emerge.  The ability 
to re-orient this neighborhood and 
marina to the water allows for increased 
economic activity, more transportation 
and recreation options, and new abiltites 
for people within the region to travel 
and see Hilton Head for work and play. 

BROAD CREEK MARINA DESIGN TEST
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Figure 16
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After testing and discovering new 
potentials and restraints across the 
Savannah River and Intracoastal 
Waterway, a trip to Savannah, Georgia 
was in store. This exploration would 
ground some of the claims made 
about these sites, and the potential 
to understand other underutilized 
waterways, such as a recently discovered 
map of a canal system. Computer literacy 
is important to exploring the design of 
latent landscapes, but often overlooked 
in the profession is taking the time to 
draw, chart, and walk these regional 
landscapes to understand histories, 
cultures, and geographies that can help 
determine and show new visions. 

Benton MacKaye became important 
for this trip in testing his theoretical 
appraoch to charting landscapes. The 
field studies used his techniques of 
perceiving regional landscapes as an 
“expedition-nining” to produce maps, 
pictures, and notes about the waterways 
and their underutilized characteristics. 

The son of a famous actor and 
playwriight, MacKaye was influenced 
from a young age when his family 
moved to the countryside of Shirley, 
Massachusetts from New York City 
(Anderson 17). His “expedition-ning” 
in this small town was accompanied 
with hand-drawn maps where he wrote 
out stories and histories of the sites and 
their relationships. 

This technique influenced his approach 
to planning regions throughout his life  
as the planning of activity, the idea that 
sites have agency and influence across 
the land (Anderson 1). 

From film to literature, there are people 
in other fields using a MacKaye-style 
technique to reveal hidden potentials 
and stories that are exposed to visualize 
the cultural and ecological values of 
landscapes. 

“I believe my father was a 
pioneer in seeing theatre (and 
all dramatic activity) as a sort 
of focusing lens- a telescope, 
whereby the public mind can 
look into perspective, and be 
enabled to vision, not alone 
the actuality of the past, but 
the potentiality of the future. 
Such, to my mind, is the aim 
of the visualiser- whether 
statesman, regional planner, 
or dramatist: to focus the 
people’s vision” 
– Benton MacKaye

INSPIRATION AND INFLUENCE

2
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Refl ection and Future Opportunities
Th is exploration has been very inspiring and informative about the waterways in Savannah, their histories, and 
latent potentials. Th e study worked well as a framework for visualizing the opportunities of landscape architecture to 
understand ways of designing across sites and regions by valuing systems thinking, cultural ecologies, and public realm 
as design tests for enhancing the character of these waterways. 

Th is study would have benefi ted from an in-depth analysis and inventory of topologies about grade changes, barriers, 
property ownership, and fl ood levels in leveraging potentials for the project to be implemented in segments around 
Savannah that would have the power to alter the perception of these waterways. 

Th e study was limited in site design detailing and this would have been another element that could have tested the 
question, and pushed the framework of visualizing this landscape into implementation. It would have also been benefi cial 
to more thoroughly understand the communities along these waterway sites and people’s daily interaction and opinions 
about them being designed as part of a regional landscape. 
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