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The Big Apple Goes Green
Findings from a Weekend Trip
article and photos by Derek Thomas
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Park Avenue in the heart of
Midtown now features great
center-island gardens.
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t’s indisputable that Washington, DC – long considered by many to be one of the greenest, most
plant-conscious cities in the country – has been a
leader in the larger “green” movement. Articles published in this newspaper regularly detail green initiatives undertaken by the District and its residents.
Many of DC’s northern neighbors, however, have
not always followed suit. Take New York City, for
example, where skyscrapers run from the curb’s edge
to the clouds, and concrete sidewalks ﬁll the spaces in
between. Now don’t get me wrong, New York’s Central Park is a magniﬁcent green space, but in the land
of whopping real estate prices, cityscape planners left
little room for green.
Recently, however, while visiting New York City,
I observed an amazing transformation taking place
in the urban plantscape, and it appears that citizens
and businesses are taking a more active role in the
greening of the city. From the grand planters ﬁlled
with lush tropicals and cascading vines around Macy
Herald Square, to the roped oﬀ, meticulously maintained lawn in Bryant Square Park, the Big Apple is
looking a lot greener.
Park Avenue in the Midtown neighborhood has
had its grand center areas transformed into public
gardens that are maintained by various citizens or
businesses – a wonderful change. Ornamental weeping cherries in massive planters are surrounded by
blankets of ﬂowering impatiens and a green lawn
area. Arborvitae ﬁll enormous terracotta planters, and
a garden of geraniums are ﬂanked by the fawn color
of pea gravel. The garden of St. Bart’s at the corner of
51st and Park Avenue is ﬁlled with evergreens and
trees, hydrangeas and roses, zinnias and petunias; the
upper portico has been transformed into a seasonal
restaurant that makes for some of the best eating and
garden gazing that Midtown has to oﬀer.
Madison Avenue, one of New York’s most powThe traditional Japanese gardens
within the Brooklyn Botanic Garden.

Trump Tower at 56th and 5th.
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erful streets, is lined with planters oﬀering everything
from Nellie Stevens holly to ﬂowering pears. There
is a wonderful outdoor sitting area just oﬀ 56th and
Madison that has a great shaded oasis ﬁlled with
grand locust trees and a spectacular two-story waterfall. Rockefeller Center is also ﬁlled with lush tropicals and brilliantly colored bromeliads.
Even The Donald has joined the green scene.
Trump Tower has one of the most brilliant and
aesthetically pleasing takes on green-roof technology, where trees explode from glass walls along the
corners of the building 10 stories in the sky. Way
to go Donald!
Along Sixth Avenue at 52nd Street, the landscape
has taken the form of two large planting beds ﬁlled
with ﬂowering plums and a riot of color from bedding plants like begonia, spider ﬂower, vinca and carex.
Hotel entrances are also screaming lush and green.
No trip to the city would be complete with out
a visit to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. One of the
greatest botanic gardens in the country, there is something for everyone here – from the grand entry water
lily pond, to the massive bonsai collection, to the Japanese garden, then on to the water ponds and rolling
grassy knolls, to the garden dedicated to the heroes of
9/11, to the massive rose garden. When visiting the
garden, pack a lunch and plan to stay awhile.
On your next visit to the city, whether you ﬁnd
yourself planning a day at the botanic garden or just
wandering through a crowded New York City street,
take the time to ﬁnd inspiration and enjoy the city’s
latest green movement!
Derek Thomas, a certiﬁed professional horticulturist, is principal of Thomas Landscapes. His garden
designs have appeared on HGTV ’s Curb Appeal. He
can be reached at www.thomaslandscapes.com or
301-642-5182. ★
St. Bart’s garden is a fresh take
on the city church garden.
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